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Asout THE COVER: BEAUTY IN BLOOD—
A MACROPHOTOGRAPHIC LENS ON
MENSTRUATION, BODY POLITICS,
AND VISUAL ART

“The Crimson Wave” (2015) exemplifies the Beauty in Blood collection, my
feminist, bioartography project that seeks to confront social taboos pertaining
to menstruation and the female body through macrophotography of men-
strual fluid. I challenge the notion that menstruation is “gross,” “vulgar,” or
“unrefined” through candid, real-life photos of my menstrual blood which
force viewers to see and think about menstruation in an entirely new way.
There is an abstract artistic quality when blood meets water that warrants a
closer look not only by women but also by society as a whole. Capturing the
artful quality of this natural occurrence is my way of progressing society’s
view and conversation around menstruation as well as redefining some
traditional fine art aesthetics.

In my opinion, society’s squeamishness about menstruation is completely
ridiculous considering its graphic consumption of bloodshed through vio-
lence in pop culture entertainment, that is, blood sports like boxing, hockey,
and wrestling; video games like Call of Duty, shows and movies like Dexter
and Twilight; and even the news media. Pacifying social taboos only serves to
give more power to society than to the self, and as women we have done that
for far too long. My work quashes this taboo, reclaims feminine power, and
puts menstruation in the context it so rightly deserves.

Creating each piece of work is a four-step process: media (aka blood /men-
strual fluid) collection, design layout (aka pouring), photoshoot, and finally
photo selection. The images of menstrual fluid are obtained in two different
manners. During the early stages, we captured images by mounting a cam-
era on a tripod and strategically angling it over the toilet bowl, so Rob, my
husband, artistic collaborator and project photographer, could snap photos as
soon as I poured the freshly collected menstrual fluid from my cup. After sev-
eral shoots and a desire to capture more dynamic imagery, we began shooting

vii
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in a small aquarium (about 15 gallons). Rob discovered a fluid photogra-
phy technique that greatly improved our final designs. Both Rob and myself
approach each shoot with an experimental spirit and love to play with varia-
bles to see how it will effect the menstrual fluid’s movement in the water, for
example, salt density, ratio of freshwater to saltwater, and tools to distribute
the blood. The clarity of the final images can be credited to the use of saltwa-
ter, which slows menstrual fluid movement, and macro lenses, which show us
more than the naked eye can see.

If T have learned anything over the past few years of producing Beauty in
Blood it is that menstruation matters more than most people in society are
willing to recognize; it is deeply embedded in our global body politics and
is a major contributor to the vast gender inequity between men and women
today. Institutionalized hierarchies maintain and support the outdated patri-
archal belief that menstruation makes the female body inferior to the male
body. Billions of dollars are spent annually trying to make women’s bodies
conform to male “norms” by suppressing the natural menstrual cycle through
hormonal birth control. The feminine “hygiene” industry perpetuates
taboo thinking by suggesting the monthly cycle is dirty and socially impo-
lite; it should be concealed in frilly pink wrappers like candy and only very
loosely referenced with blue liquid in product commercials. In my experience,
women and men are hungry for an authentic dialogue about menstruation
and all that encompasses.

It is clear the time is now to stand up and speak out on behalf of men-
struation. It is a natural, messy but beautiful part of life, and just because it is
not a shared experience doesn’t mean it needs to be a divisive topic that aids
gender inequity. Beauty in Blood asserts that menstruation needs to be seen
to help normalize the menstruating body and to acknowledge this part of the
menstruator’s life experience by inviting the viewer to take a closer look and
reflect on their personal gut reactions to the subject of “menstruation.”

Jen Lewis
Menstrual Designer
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multi-stakeholder partnership, Sanitation and Water for All. From 2008 to
2014, she was the first UN Special Rapporteur on the right to safe drinking
water and sanitation. Between 2004 and 2008 she presided over the negoti-
ations of the Optional Protocol to the International Covenant on Economic,
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neering from the University of Washington.

Mindy J. Erchull is a professor of psychological science and a member
of the Women’s and Gender Studies Program at the University of Mary
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advocate and health educator, she serves on many councils, committees, and
special interest groups on endometriosis, pelvic pain, gynepathologies, and
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NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS  XxVii

Ina Jurga is an engineer, educator, networker, and advocate with more than
15 years’ experience in the WASH sector. Working for the Berlin-based NGO,
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kuntala-lahiri-dutt.


http://www.menstrual-matters.com
http://www.menstrual-matters.com
https://crawford.anu.edu.au/people/academic/kuntala-lahiri-dutt
https://crawford.anu.edu.au/people/academic/kuntala-lahiri-dutt

Xxvili  NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS

Gerda Larsson is co-founder and managing director of The Case for Her,
an innovative funding collaborative that invests in early-stage markets within
women’s and girls’ health. Driven by a passion for women’s rights and gen-
dered development, Gerda has built a career scaling CSR efforts, organiza-
tions, and philanthropic foundations. She is also the chair of the Mitt Alby
Foundation, chair of the 1325 Policy Group, a board member of the East
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Thérese Mahon is WaterAid’s global lead on menstrual hygiene manage-
ment and has been working on the issue since 2006. Thérese works with
WaterAid’s country programs to develop and implement MHM program-
ming; and to generate evidence on MHM to influence policy and practice



NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS  XXiX
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»
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ter or establish “childhood.” McCarthy’s doctoral research explored the
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contradictions of development through their participation in NGO programs.
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quartered in Sri Lanka. She is currently leading the menstruation and
incontinence space for the FemTeach team at MAS. Their vision is to be the
go-to innovator and manufacturer in the FemTech apparel space, addressing
women’s health needs. MAS FemTech is focused on innovating “functional,
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The Washington Post, Real Simple, and Psychology Today, and her fiction has
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with a background in education, SRHR and Violence Against Women and
Girls (VAWG). In 2016, she established the Mizuyathu Foundation to reduce
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grade repetition and high drop-out rates among primary school girls. Before
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction: Menstruation
as Lens—Menstruation as Opportunity

Chris Bobel

The field of critical menstruation studies is burgeoning. And so this
Handbook arrives just in time to capture a robust and carefully curated view
of where we are now and where we might go next.

But it is 2020, and menstruation is as old as humanity itself. Why is this
the first handbook to bring together this body of knowledge?

To state the obvious, menstruation and more broadly, the menstrual cycle
are often dismissed and derided. The same goes for menopause, at the further
end of the reproductive life span. It is transgressive to resist the norm of
menstrual (and menopausal) concealment. With notable exceptions, across
cultures and historical eras, we socialize this biological process—including
serious inquiry into its form, function, and meaning—into hiding. This is
shortsighted and at the same time deeply revealing, as it shines a bright spot-
light on the need for change. After all, a dearth of attention to a fundamental
reality and indeed a vital sign is not only a profound knowledge gap, it is an
exposure of the power of misogyny and stigma to suppress knowledge pro-
duction. And when we lack knowledge, we cannot effectively act to effect
change.

Menstruation as lens

Of course, there has been relevant scholarship, but until recently men-
struation as a subject of research and advocacy has been relegated to the
fringes. There have been moments when menstruation broke through, such
as when feminist artist Judy Chicago created her iconic lithograph “Red
Flag” in 1971, a depiction of a hand removing a tampon, shocking viewers
into engaging the everyday reality of menstruation. In 1977 The Society for
Menstrual Cycle Research (SMCR) was founded by a multidisciplinary group
of scholars who were feminist pathbreakers in understanding the centrality of

© The Author(s) 2020 1
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menstrual cycle research to women’s health. In 1978 Gloria Steinem penned
her classic satirical essay “If Men Could Menstruate”—a piece, included in
this Handbook because it continues to slyly expose the sexism that shapes
our menstrual culture. And in the early 1980s, an outbreak of Toxic Shock
Syndrome, a rare but severe illness, was linked to the use of super-absorbent
tampons. These breakthroughs—artistic, scholarly, popular, and tragic—laid
important ground now being built upon in the early twenty-first century, a
time in which the menstrual cycle moves from margin to center as a subject of
urgent concern and enthusiastic exploration.

Menstruation as opportunity

It has been said so often it is now cliché—“menstruation is having its
moment!”

November’s issue of Cosmopolitan dubbed 2015 “the year the period
went public,” and indeed, the half decade since has brought us a tremendous
diversity of menstrual -positive expressions—f{rom the artistic to the prac-
tical, the serious and the playful, the local and the global. Instagram made
the news when Rupi Kaur’s photo of her period-stained pajama pants was
(twice) removed and outcry across social media was loud and persistent. The
unique menstrual challenges of women and girls living on the streets and
schoolgirls in low- and middle-income countries inspired a raft of grassroots
campaigns. Efforts to de-tax menstrual products succeeded in multiple coun-
tries—first in Kenya in 2004. Canada dropped the tax in 2015, and Malaysia,
India, and Australia followed in 2018. In 2019, a short documentary about
the birth of a menstrual-pad-making microbusiness won the Academy Award
for best short documentary just a year after a biopic about the inventor of
the machine making those pads, Arunachalam Muruganantham, enjoyed
Bollywood success—and beyond. We finally have a period emoji—no small
thing, given the centrality of phones and social media in everyday life—and
menstrual apps abound. National, state, and municipal programs in countries
from Kenya to Scotland provide free menstrual supplies to menstruators in
schools, prisons, shelters, and other public facilities. Considered together,
these events constitute a shift. Since these watershed moments, attention to
menstruation has intensified and diversified. To those of us working in this
area, we find ourselves breathless, trying to keep up.

But we are not complaining!

Menstruation 7 having its moment—no doubt. And we aim to seize it
in the shape of the Palgrave Handbook of Critical Menstruation Studies. We
built this book—numbering 72 chapters, written by a total 134 contributors
from 23 countries—to provide an unmatched resource for scholars, activists,
policy makers, and practitioners, both those new to and already familiar with
the field.

At its core, the Handbook is animated by two intertwined central ques-
tions: What new lines of inquiry, including research questions and social jus-
tice engagements, are possible when we center our attention on menstrual
health and politics across the lifespan? And what knowledge is gained when
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menstruation emerges as a dynamic category of analysis? The answers to these
questions take shape in this collection of empirical research and theoretical
essays that are supplemented with first-person narratives; practice notes from
those working in the field; poetry, and visual art. We conclude each of our
six sections with what we call “transnational engagements”—rich conversa-
tions across diverse spaces, experiences, and identities which appear as actual
dialogues in some sections and as distinct voices responding to a shared set
of questions in others. What unites these different forms of knowledge is a
shared commitment to advancing menstruation as a way to make sense of
political, social, medical, and/or biological processes, and the recursive work
embedded in the menstrual cycle’s myriad social constructions.

Our choices here deviate from those made in most conventional academic
handbooks. In this rapidly growing field of inquiry and advocacy, a diversity
of voices and approaches shape what we know—and this Handbook aims to
capture those many articulations. We take very seriously feminist critiques
of epistemological rigidity that reflect a very narrow (and privileged) idea
of what counts as knowledge. Indeed, expertise comes in many forms. The
broad range of the content is its strength, but it also stretches the limits of
what some readers might consider a more uniform set of readings. Through
our editorial processes, we chose to preserve the unique writing styles of
our contributors, pushing against the usual impulses in edited collections
to standardize content so that each chapter aligns nicely with the next. In
our section titled “Menstruation as Structural,” for example, several practice
notes written by policy makers are peppered among more scholarly chap-
ters penned by academics who review the extant literature and/or offer new
insights based on their original research. The Handbook also includes per-
sonal narratives that explore cultural and religious practices related to men-
struation, menstruating while in detention, and the relationship between
child marriage and menstruation. These chapters bring together different
ways of peering inside what’s at stake when menstruation is regarded as a
structural issue, one ripe for policy interventions, with real-life implications
for human beings. Throughout the book, our editorial choices should make
clear that we value the implied dialogue and symbiosis between those living
the issues, those conducting research, and those putting it to work.

With this in mind, the chapters in this collection reflect different forms of
knowledge that are shaping critical menstruation studies—a field that, from
its beginning, has been a site where activists, artists, journalists, clinicians,
and researchers have each contributed to its articulation and application. A
field that, until recently, went largely unnamed. Similar to critical race stud-
ies or critical gender studies, critical menstruation studies is premised upon
menstruation as a category of analysis: asking how systems of power and
knowledge are built upon its understanding and, furthermore, who benefits
from these social constructions. Critical menstruation studies—which some
argue might be more aptly named critical menstrual studies, to capture the
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menstrual cycle across the life course, including, but not limited to, men-
struation itself—is a coherent and multidimensional transdisciplinary subject
of inquiry and advocacy, one that enables an exciting epistemological clarity
that holds significant potential for knowledge production and social transfor-
mation. This Handbook is the first to coin the term—with thanks to Sharra
Vostral who suggested it and conceptualized the Handbook structure with
me at the advent of this project. The Handbook’s purpose, then, is to repre-
sent a particular landscape of knowledge that highlights its current diversity
and promise as the field rapidly develops and expands. We seek to explore this
landscape in all its diversity with lively intent.

But this is not an intellectual playground where ideas are vetted out of
reach of the lived experiences of real people in real time. The stakes in this
emerging field are high. Between 1970 and 1980, 941 American women
were diagnosed with Toxic Shock Syndrome, 73 of which died (Vostral
2018). The story of tampon-related TSS is an object lesson at the intersec-
tion of capitalism, gendered consumption, and faulty techno-science, a tragic
illustration of both the literal and figurative costs of stigma. Stigma’s impact
can be quite insidious and expansive in ways that capture far less media atten-
tion than the TSS crisis. To wit, we include a chapter about endometriosis
by patient advocate and health educator Heather Guidone who describes the
damage done—physically, psychologically, emotionally, and socially—through
a combination of lengthy diagnostic delays and disease illiteracy, causing both
patients and practitioners to dismiss the disease’s wide-ranging symptoms as
routine. In short, and quite literally, menstrual stigma harms.

And that is why we are unequivocal. Attention to menstrual issues across the
life span surfaces broader societal issues and tensions, including gender inequal-
ity, practices and discourses of embodiment, processes of racialization and com-
modification, and emergent technologies as read through various disciplines
and interdisciplines (for example, history, psychology, communication studies,
sociology, anthropology, art, nursing, gender studies, public health, law pol-
icy analysis—the list goes on). Put differently, menstruation-as-unit-of-analysis
serves as a gateway—both conceptually and symbolically—to reveal, unpack,
and complicate inequalities across biological, social, cultural, religious, political,
and historical dimensions. Yes. Menstruation matters.

Menstruation as lens: menstruation as opportunity

The members of the editorial team share a commitment to produce a
collection that is purposely interdisciplinary and transnational. It draws on
fields in the humanities and social sciences, intentionally stopping at the
boundary of basic biomedical research about menstruation. Here, we used
“menstruation as lens, menstruation as opportunity” to think beyond anat-
omy and biology. We chose to dig into the meanings of menstruation. As
such, we opted to organize the Handbook outside the more normative life
course approach from menarche to menopause. While we acknowledge this



1 INTRODUCTION: MENSTRUATION AS LENS—MENSTRUATION AS OPPORTUNITY 5

linear process, we also recognize its limitations. Here, we are doing some-
thing different. We have organized the book thematically into six overlapping
sections, each edited by an associate editor: Menstruation as Fundamental,
Menstruation as Ewmbodied, Menstruation as Rationale, Menstruation as
Structural, Menstruation as Material and Menstruation as Narrative. Each of
these sections is introduced by a short framing essay, authored by its editor.
We acknowledge that the Handbook is hardly comprehensive. For one, we
failed—in spite of our best efforts—to produce a collection that adequately
decentered Western voices by engaging more scholars from the Global South.
We hope that subsequent editions of the Handbook will more successtully
meet this crucial goal. And of course, there are many topics left unaddressed.
We need more work that explores the measured impacts of menstrual stigma,
for example, especially for marginalized menstruators. There is a need for
research that bridges menstrual and menopausal realities in the Global South
and Global North, to substantively and responsibly explore not only the dif-
ferences, but also the similarities in these spaces. No doubt, readers will see,
and we fervently hope, respond to innumerable opportunities for further
study. Because, done right, critical menstruation studies not only sheds light
on diverse experiences across the menstrual life course, it also brings fresh
fodder to persistent questions: What is the relationship between embodiment
and identity? What constitutes a health crisiss How do we navigate the ten-
sions between tradition and modernity? How do we create a world where all
bodies thrive? Through these sections and the Handbook as a whole, we aim
to demonstrate the richness that is the field of critical menstruation studies, a
polyvocal constellation of scholarship and advocacy that is finally coming into
its own.

REFERENCE
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CHAPTER 2

Introduction: Menstruation as Fundamental

Inga T. Winkler

Most articles on menstruation start by pointing out that menstruation is
a normal biological process. This, of course, is true. But at the same time,
menstruation is so much more for many people; in fact, it is fundamental.
Menstruation unites the personal and the political, the intimate and the
public, and the physiological and the socio-cultural.

Menstruation is fundamental because it either facilitates or impedes the
realization of a whole range of human rights. In 2019, a group of United
Nations human rights experts acknowledged that

The stigma and shame generated by stereotypes around menstruation have
severe impacts on all aspects of women’s and girls” human rights, including their
human rights to equality, health, housing, water, sanitation, education, freedom
of religion or belief, safe and healthy working conditions, and to take part in
cultural life and public life without discrimination. (United Nations 2019)

Because these dimensions of menstruation in different spheres of life shape
lived experiences, we begin this Handbook with a series of chapters that focus
on the voices and lived experiences of menstruators in different contexts.
They all menstruate, but their unique socio-cultural, religious, and political
contexts differentially shape and provide meaning to their experiences.

The coherence of this set of chapters lies in its deliberate diversity—in
content, experiences, formats, and authors. Regarding the latter, while I
aimed to include an even more diverse representation, I am keen to acknowl-
edge the range of backgrounds of those who wrote for this section across
geography, culture, religion, race, ethnicity, caste, age, sexual orientation,
and gender identity. Sometimes more explicitly, sometimes more implicitly,
they all bring their own lived experiences into their research and writing.

© The Author(s) 2020 9
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Not only do the chapters highlight the uniqueness of different expe-
riences, but they also present them in diverse ways. Some chapters are tra-
ditional research chapters, others are personal narratives, and yet another
takes the form of a conversation between different contributors, which we
call “Transnational Engagements” that punctuate each section. As editor, I
value these different forms of knowledge and how they contribute to a bet-
ter understanding of menstruation. I consider this all the more important in
such a rapidly emerging field as Critical Menstruation Studies, in which many
questions are still underexplored.

To begin to address these questions, contributors in this section address
menstruation in different conditions, including informal settlements, home-
lessness, detention, disability, child marriage, and migration. The latter
chapters in this section complement these perspectives by adding the layers of
religion, culture, and caste. Annie McCarthy and Kuntala Lahiri-Dutt focus
on the experiences of women in Delhi’s informal settlements to describe the
ways women manage the structural deficits they face, reconfigure notions of
privacy, and navigate changing gender relations. The theme of navigating the
need for privacy in public space is also central to Shailini Vora’s exploration
of homelessness for women in Bristol, UK who are conscious of their doubly
stigmatized status as ‘homeless” menstruators—a precarious reality that forces
strategic management and concealment of their menstrual status.

The unwanted publicness of menstrual experiences is further put into stark
relief by Chandra Bozelko speaking about her experience living in detention,
most poignantly, the shame and humiliation of staining her clothes and hav-
ing to ask male guards for tampons and pads. Tomi-Ann Roberts comple-
ments this perspective by detailing the experiences of women deprived of
liberty who undergo a degrading strip search en masse. She argues that this is
a uniquely misogynist form of punishment which women experience against
the background of the objectification and self-objectification of their bodies.
Trans and genderqueer menstruators also deal with unwanted publicness as
well as social expectations, standards of femininity, and a range of constraints
in social and physical spheres. S. E. Frank and Jac Dellaria present these in a
visual narrative that focuses on everyday experiences.

The power over women’s bodies is a central theme in Linda Steele’s
and Beth Goldblatt’s chapter. The authors powerfully demonstrate that
women and girls with disabilities are perceived as mentally and physically
incapable of meeting gendered norms of menstrual concealment which leads
to coercive interventions by parents, carers, medical professionals, and judges,
particularly through sterilization. In a different context, Musu Bakoto Sawo
presents a narrative of coercion and her journey into forced womanhood. Her
story powerfully describes how she turned from a survivor of child marriage
into a children’s and women’s rights activist.

All these chapters show how experiences of menstruation are shaped by
gendered expectations about women’s bodies in social context. Alex Hawkey’s,
Jane Ussher’s, and Janette Perz’s contribution is a potent demonstration
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of these forces as it emphasizes the shifting constructions and experiences of
menarche and menstruation from the perspective of migrant and refugee
women resettled in Australia and Canada.

As the section proceeds, the frame broadens to offer religious and cultural
perspectives on menstruation. Most often, when discussing religion and men-
struation, the language is one of restriction and oppression. Ilana Cohen’s
exploration of the menstrual traditions in both Judaism and Hinduism suc-
ceeds in adding complexity to that frame. She examines how menstrual
practices contribute to a better understanding of the ways a religious com-
munity defines and (re)produces itself. This overview is complemented by
two personal narratives that provide additional perspectives on menstruation
and religion. Tova Mirvis offers a personal reflection on the Jewish prac-
tice of mikvah, or ritual bath after the completion of her menstrual period.
She shares her growing doubts about her religious beliefs and laws which
required the mikvah, eventually leading her to leave the religious world of
which she was a part. Deepthi Sukumar’s narrative addresses the intersection
of Hinduism, menstruation, and caste. She compellingly details that men-
strual restrictions often associated with Hinduism have never affected her,
a Dalit. She argues that “caste is her period:” whether menstruating or not,
Dalit women are considered ‘impure’ and ‘polluting.’

Alma Gottlieb contributes a chapter that reflects on menstrual taboos.
We often hear that menstruation is shrouded in taboos, myths, and silence.
But what do we really mean by this claim? In response, Gottlieb disentangles
the idea of taboos, taking the reader to the origin of the Polynesian word
tapu, which is neither negative nor positive but invokes the notion of a state
of being that is too powerful to act on. From there, she discusses a diverse
range of encounters with menstruation in various cultures and inserts greater
nuance into the discussion on taboos. To conclude, the individuals participat-
ing in this section’s “Transnational Engagements” on cultural and religious
menstrual practices edited by Trisha Maharaj and Inga T. Winkler further the
diversity of perspectives. The contributors demonstrate varying perceptions of
menstrual practices including how they exercise their agency when deciding
if or how to engage in these practices and/or their transformation. This con-
versation thus productively complicates the too-common depiction of all
menstrual practices as restrictions necessarily forced upon women.

The chapters in this section demonstrate the importance—and indeed
urgency—of considering the lived experiences of all menstruators. These vary
widely and are shaped by a range of different factors including religion, culture,
political systems, socialization, caste, disability, place of residence, among many
others. In many cases, an intersection of factors such as gender and disability;
or gender, religion, and caste determine menstrual experiences. This material
offers insights into some individuals’ menstrual experiences many of whom are
marginalized on different grounds. The chapters in this section are comple-
mented by additional perspectives in other sections of the Handbook, such as
the experiences of women and girls in refugee camps described by Siri Tellier
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et al., autistic experiences of menstruation described by Robyn Steward et al.,
and trans menstruation addressed by Klara Rydstrom.

What stands out throughout the section are the tensions between ‘the
public’ and ‘the private.” Many individuals shared feelings of embarrassment
when publicly disclosing their menstrual status or shame when having to
request menstrual products. To avoid such discomfort, individuals often seek
out privacy when menstruating. This forces us to ask: Why do we think that
menstruation should be kept invisible and private? Why is this natural bio-
logical process considered embarrassing? And how do gendered social norms
and perceptions of modesty inform our understanding of what menstruation
‘should be?” In answering these questions, we must be very careful not to
impose the burden of transforming societal norms on individuals alone who
are often in the most marginalized or vulnerable situations. Such transforma-
tion requires us all to contribute to broader societal change.

Menstruation is fundamental because it is ultimately about power rela-
tions—the power of the guard in the prison or staff in a homeless shelter to
dispense or withhold menstrual products, the power of judges to authorize
sterilizations, the power of parents and relatives to force young girls to marry,
and the power of religious authorities to expect unflinching conformity with
religious norms. Adopting a human rights perspective to addressing men-
struation forces us to rethink and shift these power relations. At the core of
human rights is the dignity and agency of every individual, and the voices
included in this section powerfully demonstrate that such agency can take
many different forms: turning from a survivor of child marriage or someone
formerly living in detention into advocates whose voices are heard widely;
transforming socio-cultural norms; and finding meaning in religious men-
strual norms. Considering menstruation as fundamental means to enable
women and girls and anyone who menstruates to exercise their agency.
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CHAPTER 3

Bleeding in Public? Rethinking Narratives
of Menstrual Management from Delhi’s Slums

Annie McCarthy and Kuntala Labiri-Dutt

Flowing from inside the body to out, menstrual blood is experienced in both
public and private realms—where hierarchies of gender, knowledge, and
power position menstruators! as responsible for, but not always in control of,
the meanings attached to their own bodies. Menstruating bodies are, thus,
both objects and agents, where agency is at once the agency of the body as an
independent actor that is not always or easily controlled and agency over the
body (Fingerson 20006, 23). As “both the objects and subjects of their bodies,
of menarche and menstruation” (Puri 1999, 43), menstruators are positioned
betwixt and between the public and the private (see Vora [Chapter 4] in this
volume). Experiences of menstruation, while deeply personal and embodied,
also have an external biomedical framing; menstrual blood is a private secret
that is expected to be concealed (see Wood [Chapter 25] in this volume),
yet menarche can have radical implications for a girl’s lifestyle and mobility
(Jewitt and Ryley 2014; Puri 1999). Hygiene is considered an individual
pursuit—yet, in the absence of sanitation infrastructure, it becomes a pub-
lic issue. The shifting meanings and values assigned to ‘public’ and ‘private’
across regimes of knowledge, culture, and environment are, thus, the key to
understanding experiences of menstruation in any context. To illustrate the
salience of these ideas for Menstrual Hygiene Management (MHM) in the
Indian context, this chapter analyzes the gendered challenges of everyday life
in informal settlements in Delhi. We explore the experiences of women and
girls who manage menstruation in conditions of extreme congestion to argue
that the way privacy is conceived of in MHM initiatives—as self-evidently
material—erases the complex ways privacy is socially constructed, gendered,
and layered with power dynamics. To draw out these points, this paper will
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first introduce the deficit framing of MHM in India and then move through
a discussion of key themes: privacy, space, and knowledge before introduc-
ing the water and sanitation issues faced in Delhi. Subsequently, it will more
explicitly introduce the context of informal settlements in Delhi, before lastly
focusing on a particular settlement and the story of one woman: Champa.

This chapter brings together the findings and insights of a number of
research projects. The first author draws on her experience of fieldwork with
children from four slum communities in Delhi, in which she documented the
ways these children and their communities were framed by sanitation and
hygiene promotion campaigns (see McCarthy 2015). The second author
contributes specific data on women’s experiences of menstruation, collected
through long interviews, focus group discussions, and participant observation
carried out in one particular slum cluster in the New Okhla Industrial
Development Authority (NOIDA). The women in this latter study group
were selected on the basis of familiarity developed from earlier research.

INDICATING DEFICITS

When engaging with the MHM literature on India, one is invariably and
immediately bombarded with a range of ‘alarming’ statistics that starkly high-
light the ‘deficiencies’ in Indian women’s and girls’ menstrual knowledge and
practices. These studies report statistics such as 88% of menstruating women
in India use fabric, rags, ash, straw or wood shavings to absorb their men-
strual flow; “70% of mothers consider menstruation ‘dirty,” perpetuating a
culture of shame and ignorance. . . . Girls are typically absent for 20% of the
school year due to menstruation”; and poor menstruation hygiene practices
cause a “70% increase in incidence of reproductive tract infections” (USAID,
Kiawah Trust, and Dasra 2014, 2). In these studies, individual experiences
of menstruation, studied in a specific context, are transformed into numeri-
cal data sets that circulate globally to justify interventions largely focused on
poor and marginalized women in the Global South. Key indicators? inform-
ing these data sets are knowledge of menstruation at menarche; use of men-
strual products; days absent from school or work as a result of menstruation;
rates of reproductive tract infections (RTTs); access to clean water and toilet
facilities; experience of menstrual taboos; and methods of disposing absor-
bents (see Rajagopal and Mathur 2017; Mahon and Fernandes 2010; Kumar
and Srivastava 2011 for Indian examples). These indicators, taken together,
transform menstruation into a series of milestones and practices that can be
assessed against global rubrics of health, dignity, education, and productiv-
ity (for one example see Sommer 2010). Yet, the benevolence and utilitari-
anism of this language obscures the fact that these indicators are embedded
in specific contexts, and that a variety of structural, religious, cultural, and
gendered practices—that both construct and obstruct the ‘management’
of menstruation—are involved in determining an individual’s menstrual
management practices.
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Rather than any specific engagement with these local meanings of men-
struation, contemporary MHM initiatives emerging out of transnational
human rights and development discourses, assume a universal human sub-
ject with rights to ‘dignity,” ‘privacy,” ‘hygiene,” ‘health,” and ‘productivity.’
While claiming universality, each of these terms has a unique history that
cannot be separated from the violent construction of colonized, feminized,
‘dirty,” ‘lazy’ bodies as the ‘other’ against which first colonial, and later devel-
opmentalist projects were created and sustained. Today, alongside ‘health’ it
is the paradigm of dignity that is the key discursive tool mobilized by con-
temporary MHM initiatives (for examples see Mahon and Fernandes 2010;
Phillips-Howard et al. 2016 and for a critique see Bobel 2019). Yet the dis-
cursive production of ‘indignity’ in studies on MHM in India necessitates
critiques similar to those mounted by Bhaskar Mukhopadhyay (2006) in
his attack on Arjun Appadurai’s (2004) ‘apologia’ of World Bank programs
targeting open defecation. Mukhopadhyay (2006, 227) accuses Appadurai
of “maintaining the moral purity of categories—dignity, humiliation, purity,
pollution, right, wrong” at the expense of excluding “a more porous field of
responses.” Mukhopadhyay (2006) suggests that in abandoning these pure
categories, we should not ignore the ‘problem’ but, instead, engage “with
popular or subaltern practices as ethico-political responses and [reflect]
on their sources of authority rather than simply denigrating them from the
vantage point of some absolute wisdom (227).” This kind of commitment
informs our approach, particularly our representation of women’s and girls’
practices of managing menstruation in the latter half of this paper.

MANAGING PRrivacy AND KNOWLEDGE

The translation of ‘individual’ practices into indicators used to promote
standardized education and MHM campaigns forces us to re-examine the
language of ‘management’ and ask “who is doing the managing?” and “what
exactly is it that they are managing?” Lahiri-Dutt’s (2015) critique of MHM
projects suggests that these programs aim to ‘empower’ menstruators to
manage their periods as individual, private concerns free from social taboos
or stigma. Yet underlying these efforts are a set of assumptions about the pos-
itive relationship between privacy, bodily autonomy and empowerment, and
negative connotations of ‘public’ as the space where stigma and restriction
are imposed. This binary—and the responsibility it places on women to ‘man-
age’ their own bodies rather than on society to ‘manage’ its expectations—
have long been challenged by feminist and radical menstruation activists
both in the West (see Bobel 2010) and more recently in India where there
has been a recent spate of menstruation-related activism (Prasanna 2016;
Fadnis 2017). These recent campaigns in India have confronted restrictions
on entering places of worship while menstruating and government taxes
on menstrual products. The latter have involved challenging public stigma
around menstruation by brandishing bloody pads and mobilizing hashtags
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like #DontTaxMyPeriod (Fadnis 2017) to oppose the very real nexus of
gendered violence, capitalism, and medicalization that makes bleeding bodies
a ‘problem.” Yet outside of these moments that intentionally orchestrate the
private ‘bleeding over’ into the public, everyday experiences of menstruation
in India are similarly saturated with complex violences that are neither entirely
public nor completely private, entirely biological or cultural, familial, or indi-
vidual. Jyoti Puri’s (1999) work among middle-class Indian women speaks to
this tension. Bitter tales of the rules and restrictions imposed post menarche
intertwine with individual impulses to conceal and individually manage men-
struation. These stories point to the impossibility of containing menstruation
within the bounds of an individual body, and force us when considering expe-
riences of menstruation in informal settlements to interrogate global develop-
ment funders” MHM interventions that largely seek to render menstruation a
‘technical’ problem with technical solutions (Li 2007).3

Congestion is a defining feature of life in informal settlements and plays
a powerful role in shaping the lives of women and girls affecting their
personal care, physical and mental well-being (see Reddy and Snehalatha
2011; Joshi, Fawcett, and Mannan 2011). These cramped conditions also
contribute to the reconfiguring of the very notion of privacy itself. Thus, in
informal settlements, privacy is not necessarily a material space but a tech-
nique of modulating, or even countering forces of social control. Indeed,
Gan (2009, 3) observes that “in a rigid social environment, privacy preserves
a small breathing space, providing privacy from others while also enabling
self-expression, the privacy to do something else or to be someone else.”
Following Moore’s (1984, 6) definition of privacy as “a desire for socially
approved protection against painful social obligations,” we are reminded
of the ways that privacy for women in informal settlements produces spaces
for an alternative identity that is different from their traditional domestic
role or their role as wage earners. Women in informal settlements in Delhi
are typically migrants from rural areas, who, on entering the sprawling urban
metropolis, find themselves surrounded by rapid-paced social change. Thus,
following Gan’s (2009, 3) argument—that privacy is a way to shield oneself
from the grasping hand of social convention—we argue that rural women
moving into the congested metropolis utilize techniques for the production
of privacy to protect themselves from the impact of change and to pause
and reconsider their place in the social mosaic. Here privacy is not the abil-
ity to be alone with or have full control over one’s body, but is enabled by a
series of techniques and practices that assert a claim to autonomy and iden-
tity that is neither entirely spatial nor social. Ayona Datta’s (2008) reflections
on her fieldwork in informal settlements in Delhi reminds us that gender is
key to these practices, forcing us to recognize how “intimately the material-
ities of bodies and bodily performances are connected to masculine or femi-
nine marking of places, and how these are regulated and given form through
narratives and discourses (202).”
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Yet these local narratives and discourses are framed as at best irrelevant
and at worst outright dangerous by MHM initiatives in India that highlight
deficiencies in girls’ knowledge of menstruation prior to menarche. Studies
of Indian girls have found that anywhere between 35 and 81% of girls sur-
veyed are unaware of menstruation prior to menarche (see Van Eijk etal.
2016; USAID, Kiawah Trust, and Dasra 2014; Rajagopal and Mathur
2017; Zaidi, Sivakami, and Ramasamy 2015; Bhattacherjee etal. 2013).
Noting this lack of knowledge, many of these studies go on to comment on
the source and ‘quality’ of the knowledge these women and girls do pos-
sess (see Van Eijk etal. 2016; Dasgupta and Sarkar 2008). These studies
emphasize how the lack or ‘poor quality’ of girls’ knowledge leads to dis-
tress, typically by describing how menarche triggers anxiety, panic, fear, and
worries about imminent death. One study in Ranchi notes that among the
slum girls surveyed, 54.5% were frightened and cried (Kumar and Srivastava
2011, 596). Yet in these studies this distress is not linked to bodily changes
but an ‘ignorance’ of biological process that produce them. This discourse
of ignorance-as-inevitably-causing-distress leads to the double victimization
of women and girls as subject not only to their own bodies, but also to the
ignorance of their own families and communities. Local ways of knowing
about menstruation are further stigmatized by being labeled cultural and reli-
gious, and are framed almost entirely through the twin lenses of taboo and
restriction. Following Mohanty’s (1984) classic text on the production of
‘third world difference,” we argue that such studies reinscribe the object sta-
tus of these girls and women and in the process affirm teachers, public health
officials, and development workers as the only true ‘subjects’ of MHM inter-
ventions (for examples of this see Rajagopal and Mathur 2017; Kumar and
Srivastava 2011). While we acknowledge that efforts to improve menstrual
literacy are important, we suggest they must be framed in ways that acknowl-
edge local knowledges and stop short of privileging outsider expertise as
inherently superior.

WASHING IN DELHI?

Although constantly welcoming new inhabitants, many of Delhi’s slums
are decades old. From the beginning, “the building of planned Delhi was
mirrored in the simultaneously mushrooming of the unplanned Delhi”
(Baviskar 2003, 91). Today in Delhi, estimates of the population of slum set-
tlements, officially called jhuggi jhopri (J]) clusters,® range from 15% to over
50% of the urban population (Ghertner 2015, 6). This numerical uncertainty
is both produced by and, in turn, produces spaces of infrastructural neglect,
where informality is equated with illegality and slum dwellers are stigma-
tized as ‘migrants’ deemed ineligible to share civic rights to the modern city
(Ghertner 2015; Baviskar 2003; Datta 2012). Growing voices of discon-
tent, powerfully mobilizing through Resident Welfare Associations (RWA),
argue that slums are unsightly stains on the city, the last remnants of which
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have to be erased for Delhi to take its rightful place on the global stage (see
Baviskar 2003; Bhan 2009; Datta 2012; Ghertner 2015). But such narra-
tives of slums—as sites of filth and disease, as obstacles to development and
modernity—are far older than the post-independence mushrooming of Delhi,
and far more widespread. These have their origins in the colonial period when
“doctors and surgeons helped to form and give seemingly scientific precision
to abiding impressions of India as a land of dirt and disease, of lethargy and
superstition, of backwardness and barbarity” (Arnold 1993, 292). When in
1888 Viceroy Lord Dufferin requested a general inquiry into the hygiene
habits of India, colonial officials in their report wrote “to the masses of the
people . . . sanitation is foolishness” (Prashad 2002, 47-48). But sanitation
became “foolishness” as Prashad (2001) persuasively argues for colonial
Delhi, precisely because the British pathologized Indians as impossibly dirty
and declined to spend money on modern sanitation infrastructure.

Contemporary WASH initiatives targeting informal settlements in Delhi
articulate many of the same issues and doubts as Delhi’s colonial adminis-
trators. Here questions about the attitudes and dispositions of the ‘unclean’
combine with the practical difficulties of making infrastructural changes in
dense settlements to produce both a systematic disinclination, as well as finan-
cial and bureaucratic barriers that prevent many of the innumerable small
NGOs who have mushroomed in Delhi in recent years from engaging in
costly infrastructure projects (one example of an organization encountered by
McCarthy during her fieldwork is WASH United).® This lack of engagement
is stark considering that the urban poor in Delhi have “particularly vulnerable
water access . . . millions lack official connections or even rights to public
water supplies” (Truelove 2011, 147). Yaffa Truelove (2011) notes that even
when available the “water supply is marked by such dramatic unreliability that
the majority of residents engage in informal and supplemental water sources
and practices” (147). Despite these gaps, many interventions into WASH
by small NGOs witnessed by McCarthy during her fieldwork in Delhi in
2013 occurred entirely at the level of education and behavior change. These
programs create a trap, in which slum dwellers without access to adequate
sanitation infrastructure can never be clean enough to shatter ideas of their
innate proclivity toward filth, nor adequately demonstrate their desire and
worthiness to be given the infrastructure that would allow them to be ‘prop-
erly clean.” Seemingly stuck in this endless cycle of education campaigns, slum
dwellers drift in and out of WASH initiatives that, just like the handwashing
promotion campaign studied by McCarthy (2015) do not provide soap nor
address issues of water accessibility.

In the context of MHM, these education programs are mostly silent about
one of the key biomedical facts of menarche: fertility. This is rather ironic
given that, as Emily Martin (1999) has shown, the biomedical paradigm of
menstruation is one of failed reproduction. This becomes even more para-
doxical in the context of informal settlements in which a girl’s newly attained
fertility is the driving force behind efforts to control or constrain her
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movements in ways that ensure the preservation of her family’s zzzat (honor/
integrity), preserve the possibilities for arranging a ‘good’ marriage, and
ensure that both the daughter and her family do not become the subjects of
cruel community gossip (see Chakraborty 2010). A training manual developed
by the Water Supply and Sanitation Collaborative Council (WSSCC) in col-
laboration with the Government of India (2013, 31) explicitly advises trainers
to de-link the “teaching of sex education from training in menstrual hygiene
practices, to avoid causing ethical or religious offense.” But this focus on men-
struation as solely a “hygiene crisis” actively ignores many of the local social
and moral meanings attached to menstruating bodies (Bobel 2019, 295).

In the context of informal settlements, moral and social meanings are
equally inscribed in local infrastructure and resources, often in deeply gen-
dered ways. In the communities in which McCarthy worked in 2013, water
was the greatest source of community tension; neighbors continually evalu-
ated each other’s ‘private’ water use, misuse, or overuse in moral terms. In
one slum community, girls vehemently denounced their neighbors” water use,
framing whole families as selfish and only able to think of themselves. An indi-
vidual’s or family’s, use or perceived misuse of shared resources—water pumps
and public toilets—becomes thickly layered with moral significance; people
consider others ‘good’ or ‘bad’ based on their usage of resources. Yet the
necessity of using these ‘public’ resources, means that sanitation, in particular,
the care of the menstruating body, in this context cannot be reduced to an
individual ‘private’ project. Specifically, this moral quality means that ‘privacy,’
if conceived of spatially, is not just a question of being able to conceal one’s
body and its processes, such as menstruation, but also the ability to shield
oneself from the nexus of community observation and gossip. Yet returning
to Moore’s (1984) definition of privacy as a “socially approved protection”
(6) understanding privacy simply in terms of spatiality does not do justice to
the extent to which community relations and gendered forms of participa-
tion in networks of sharing and speaking construct meaningful personhood in
these communities. To explore this further let us now explore the space of one
informal settlement in Delhi.

Noipa

In and around NOIDA, the popular acronym for New Okhla Industrial
Development Authority, informal JJ clusters number between 200 and 310,
with an additional 150-180 in the areas around Greater NOIDA. Each clus-
ter may have 20-50 jshuggss or dwellings, although often, there are several
Jhuggss on a single plot of land. Living in these various communities are
about 8000-10,000 women, most of whom work as domestic helpers in
middle-class residences. Typically working between 5 a.m. and 9 p.m., these
women carn between INR 15,000 and INR 18,000 (USD 300-USD 360)
a month. Having migrated from the Indian states of Uttar Pradesh, Bihar,
and West Bengal—and also from Bangladesh—these predominantly low-caste
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women live in these slum settlements to work for the period of time it takes
to save up to build a pakka (concrete) house in their home village or to save
for their children’s marriages. In slum communities in NOIDA 20 or 30 peo-
ple share a common latrine—made of bamboo sticks and tarpaulin with holes
in the bottom to carry the excrement to the nearby field. In these communi-
ties, each shanty home has three sections: a front, a middle, and a back. The
small front section, made of bricks on the mud, is used for washing dishes
and clothes; some women take their bath here—in their sar:. This affords
them some privacy—only their husband and children can come here, or see
them. Then there is a small, canopied area where the family sleeps during the
hot, humid summer, or entertains house guests, particularly men. At the very
back is the family’s private area—possibly a wooden bed, with a mosquito
net; and a shelf, or a box, that contains the family’s personal possessions.
This rudimentary division of space is one technique of producing privacy that
demonstrates both its spatial, social, and gendered characteristics.

CHAMPA

Champa, a woman of around 32 years, lives with her husband and two
children in such one settlement. Champa is from West Bengal. There is no
government school for children living in this informal settlement, so her chil-
dren do not go to school. Champa and her husband go out to work in the
day, and the children cannot stay at home by themselves, so Champa takes
them along to work. Sometimes they also help her with household chores or
help their father collect and recycle garbage. Champa’s son, 11, is good at
sweeping and scrubbing. She proudly recounted how her son often mocks
her cleaning: “How do you clean rich people’s houses? How could they take
your work and not complain?” Cleanliness and hygiene is, thus, a matter of
pride for Champa and her son, who asserts his own claims to hygienic stand-
ards higher than his mothers.”

While menstruating, Champa, like other women in the cluster, uses home-
made napkins made from rolled up sections of old cloth. She says old cloth
is soft. Champa uses stronger fabrics, such as sa77 borders, to make a string
to hold the roll in place. She throws away the cloth after one use; she never
reuses the cloth because, unlike in her village, it is impossible to wash the
used cloth in the cramped conditions of the shanty colony or in its crowded
bathing place. When we asked how she ensured a steady supply of old saris,
Champa said that she received old saris as gifts. She added that in the harsh
weather of Delhi, the saris do not last long, soon becoming ready for use as
rags. There are several waste bins that the slum community has set up and
usually the garbage is burned by the community when the bins start to over-
flow. When she puts on the cloth in her shanty, her husband stands guard
outside to ensure her privacy. She puts on one cloth bundle before starting
work early in the morning. She is often busy during the better part of the
day, and is only able to change the pack after her late afternoon shower.
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The role of husbands in assisting women with managing their menstruation
was commonly reported during our focus groups. This points to the way
privacy in this context is something that is relationally constructed, both
along and across gendered lines. Yet that the couple collaborates to manage
menstruation dismisses many beliefs of gender-based separation of male—
female domains that are prevalent in feminist discourse.

Champa cannot reuse her cloths, as many Indian women do, because she
lacks privacy and access to resources to wash and dry cloths. MHM experts
deplore the practice of reusing homemade ‘sanitary napkins’ particularly
when they cannot, as is typically the case in informal settlements, be dried
properly in full sunlight (for an example of this rhetoric see Mahon and
Fernandes 2010). While public health experts stress that sunlight removes all
traces of dampness and has a sterilizing effect, in cramped slum communi-
ties exposing one’s cloths to the sun would also mean exposing the fact of
one’s menstruation to the community. Reuse of improperly clean and dried
cloths is in much MHM literature cited as a key factor of recurrent and dan-
gerous RT1, yet this is an assumption that has been questioned in a systematic
review (see Sumpter and Torondel 2013 for both examples and refutation).
Despite this recent research, many MHM initiatives would likely celebrate
Champa’s adoption of single-use absorbents. Yet such an evaluation would
fail to take into account the broader ways the overcrowding in Champa’s
settlement, its stretched water resources, the role of her husband in secur-
ing her privacy, and her labor to continually source and make new cloths to
absorb her menses, structure her life. By ignoring these social, infrastructural,
and interpersonal conditions actually required to ‘manage’ menstruation, any
simple celebration of the use of single-use absorbents in this context would
fail to recognize the extent to which local menstrual management practices
cut across public and private domains, configuring Champa as both an agent
and something that is acted upon. If Champa had greater access to privacy,
no doubt she would reuse her cloths, as many other Indian women do. This,
in itself, should provoke us to think further about the politics of defining
experiences of ‘lack,” and to look further into the ways value is assigned to
particular practices in particular contexts. Additionally, it forces us to ask,
with Barbara Penner (2010): “When is provision good enough, dignified
enough? And who decides?”

CHANGING MEANINGS OF MENSTRUATION OVER THE LIFE COURSE

The simultaneously public and private nature of menstruation was further
borne out during a focus group discussion with eight, initially reluctant, women
living in the JJ cluster. To attempt to alleviate this discomfort we started ask-
ing these women about experiences of menarche of girls in their community.
Women in our focus group said that girls in this community get their period
between the ages of 10 to 12. When they lived in the village, simple stree achar
(feminine rituals) were performed to mark a girl’s puberty and menarche.
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While these rituals have been altered or simply omitted in the new context
of the slum (see Hawkey, Ussher, and Perz [Chapter 10] in this volume),
the onset of menstruation nonetheless sends out a ‘warning’ signal to a girl’s
parents. In the village, as soon as the girl reaches puberty, the elders in the
family began to alert the parents to start looking for a groom, to protect her
virginity. Within a year or two of her first period, the girl will be married (see
Sawo [Chapter 9] in this volume). In the slum, keeping a menstruating girl
unmarried and at home for long is considered neither safe for the girl nor the
family who must bear the burden of an unexpected pregnancy from a love affair
or rape. While marriage is still considered the ‘only’ option for many fami-
lies, growing discourses of girls” education and awareness of laws prohibiting
child marriage place many slum-dwelling families in precarious positions in
relation to their teenage daughters who themselves are increasingly educated
about their rights in local NGO programs teaching girls’ empowerment. For
this generation of girls who have lived more of their life in the slum than the
village and have often spent years in NGO programs cultivating educational and
career aspirations, menstruation can signal much larger contestations about the
meanings of childhood and adulthood.

As a woman matures however, the significance of her menstruation changes.
Women told us that a housewife in a village experiencing menstruation is seen
as a body that needs to rest: she is not meant to enter the mandir (temple; or,
at home, the corner where the idols are housed) or perform puja (worship)
(see Cohen [Chapter 11] as well as Sukumar [Chapter 13] in this volume).
She is not expected to go outdoors or mingle with others, and she is expected
to rest in a room alone during those four days. Married women abstained
from cooking for their families on those four days, and other women had to
take up these tasks. In a large joint, or extended, family, this does not pose a
problem, as extra hands are always around. In a village, menstruation tends to
bind a woman’s body and her activities to a private space. Rather than seeing
this entirely through the paradigm of ‘restriction” and thus, negative gendered
constructions of ‘cleanliness’ and ‘purity,” we must realize the ways these prac-
tices allowed women to rest completely for four days and offered their bod-
ies a break from relentless labor. This other side of ‘confinement’ is that the
necessity of contributing labor and its subsequent income to their smaller fam-
ily units in Delhi, meant most women in slums avoided taking time off during
menstruation. Yet even though they did not take this time off, women contin-
ued to engage in practices of cleansing the body post menstruation, that would
have previously initiated their return to everyday life. Thus, in spite of diffi-
culties accessing water, and as testament to the importance of this ritual, most
women wash their hair and clean their body once their period is over.

Older women in the focus group noted that menstruation necessitated
non-participation in devotional activities but also allowed them to avoid
having sex with their husbands. Younger women agreed: “When we are in
the village”, Champa said, “a husband does not come near the woman who
is having her period, sex is completely forbidden.” However, once couples
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are in the slum away from the joint family social controls are loosened, and
husbands expect their wives to have sex on demand. From our discussions,
this seemed to be one of the primary reasons of quarrels and ensuing fights,
leading to violence between couples in the slum. Here competing demands
made on the female body highlight tensions between reproductive labor and
productive labor that women in informal settlements had to continually rene-
gotiate in new settings far from their broader kin networks and the gendered
norms that defined them.

These selected stories, drawn from across spaces of the rural and urban and
of adolescence and wifehood illuminate the ways menstruation—its broad
socio-cultural meaning and its management at the bodily level—cannot be
regarded as a singular or static process, but rather one that is mediated across
the life course, through relations with others, by configuring and reconfig-
uring space and by navigating expectations of productive and reproductive
labor.

In these communities, young girls look up to their mothers to teach them
about self-care, and to their mother-in-law after marriage. In other words,
knowledge about menstruation management is transmitted generationally.
While their current location—far from their home village, state, or country—
can and does disrupt traditional celebrations, cultural, familial, and generational
knowledge of menstruation and related practices continue to be important
even as they are challenged. Consequently, these resources—such as the stories
shared in our focus groups documenting collaboration, nostalgia, and emerg-
ing spaces of contestation—remain major keys to understanding women’s
narratives of menstrual management practices. Largely deemed insufficient
when examined through biomedical and hygienic lenses, this knowledge and
the stories which encode it are fact deeply valued by women, and constitutes
the first and primary site of information, meaning-making and support for
most women. Returning to Mukhopadhyay (2006, 227) we must ask ourselves
what it would mean to stop “denigrating” this knowledge “from the van-
tage point of some absolute wisdom” and engage with it as a form of agency
imbued with clues to what women and their communities value and seek.

CONCLUSION

As we have shown, women’s own voices have for a long time been ignored
in debates about and interventions into women’s MHM practices. In high-
lighting interventions that denigrate women’s experiences and knowledge,
we seek to challenge contemporary MHM initiatives and the extent to which
they preserve and produce powerful discourses of ‘third world difference’
(Mohanty 1984). We argue that in Delhi’s informal settlements, women who
are marginalized across multiple axes of class, caste, and gender face daily
struggles to claim recognition and access to the city’s resources. We suggest
that we can learn important lessons by drawing on the conversations with
Champa and other women who constantly manage these structural deficits
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alongside the discourses of deficiency that are used to frame their lives.
These women who were nostalgic for the menstrual management practices
of village life and the corresponding period of rest force us to recognize
that “women’s participation in gender-traditional religions” may not sig-
nify passivity (Talukdar 2014, 141). Thus, by paying attention to forms of
knowledge transmission and meaning-making of the kind expressed by these
women we can better understand women’s lived experiences of menstrual
‘management.’

These meanings are shaped by environmental factors—rural »s urban
settings, joint families »s nuclear, private s public access water—and how
notions of public and private are reconfigured and remade in informal
settlements. As women in the focus group noted, once in the city, the special
significance attributed to menstruation’s monthly occurrence is remarkably
reduced, and other things, such as the commitment to be at the place of work
on time, begin to dictate the daily rhythm of life. The absence of a clearer
distinction between private and public spaces within jhugyis, and the JJ clus-
ters more broadly, means that new meanings are attributed to spaces, new
ways of performing everyday practices are imagined and invented, and men-
struation begins to assume and convey new connotations. Yet, these practices
are not fixed, they change constantly, as women and men—Iliving in extremely
congested conditions that often provide no spatial privacy at all—assiduously
and constantly recreate new ways of being. The tools used to ‘manage’ men-
struation promoted by MHM initiatives—biomedical knowledge, single-use
absorbents, access to toilets and water sources—are important, but seem to
occupy a world apart from Champa’s, whose management techniques rely
on kinship and relationality. By rendering menstruation a technical, hygienic
crisis these initiatives at best ignore and at worst stigmatize the very things
that make menstruation meaningful in the lives of women and girls in infor-
mal settlements.

NOTES

1. We will endeavor to use the gender-neutral language of menstruators through-
out this paper, to avoid gender essentialism and acknowledge what Chris Bobel
(2010, 164) refers to as the “inclusion fundamental to third-wave feminism.”
But also, and perhaps more significantly, given the subject matter of this paper,
we use this language to acknowledge the extent to which global inequalities of
calorie intake, access to medical care, housing, and working conditions mean
that menstruation can by no means be assumed or presumed to flow naturally
and regularly from all bodies sexed female of reproductive age.

2. We borrow the language of indicators from Sally Engle Merry’s work, specit-
ically The Seductions of Quantification: Measuring Human Rights, Gender
Violence, and Sex Trafficking (2016).

3. Tania Li (2007, 7) reminds us, “the practice of ‘rendering technical’ confirms
expertise and constitutes the boundary between those who are positioned as
trustees, with the capacity to diagnose deficiencies in others, and those who are
subject to expert direction.”
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4. WASH is a widely used development acronym that stands for water, sanitation
and hygiene.

5. Both the words jhugyi and jhopri are used to describe an individual dwelling
within a slum settlement with the phrase jhugg? jhopri cluster or JJ cluster being
used to describe the settlement itself.

6. In 2015 the Central Bureau of Investigation (CBI) in an affidavit to the
supreme court stated that there were 29.9 lakh or almost 3 million NGOs
registered in India under the Society Registration Act (Rajagopal 2015). 76,566
of these NGOs were registered in Delhi—constituting roughly one registered
NGO for every 248 people.

7. Inter-generational conflicts and claims to expertise around hygiene, dominated
many children’s responses to the handwashing campaign observed by McCarthy
(2015) during her fieldwork.
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CHAPTER 4

The Realities of Period Poverty:
How Homelessness Shapes Women’s
Lived Experiences of Menstruation

Shailini Vora

INTRODUCTION

Being on your period is the worst time for a woman to be homeless — it gives
you that extra blow. —Simran

While estimates vary, in the US, 553,000 pecople are experiencing
homelessness on any single night (US Department of Housing and Urban
Development 2018, 1), while this figure in the UK is roughly 320,000
(Shelter 2018). Single women make up over a quarter of the users of home-
less services in the UK (Homeless Link 2017, 23), and this percentage is
similar in the US, with 28% of people experiencing homelessness being sin-
gle women (US Department of Housing and Urban Development 2018, 11).
These numbers are likely to be significant underestimates given the number
of women experiencing “hidden homelessness” (Watson with Austerberry
1986), who do not access homeless services but stay in other temporary forms
of accommodation such as the houses of relatives, friends, hostels, or bed and
breakfasts. There are millions of people living in makeshift, precarious hous-
ing situations who lack complete and reliable access to private, safe and clean
water, and sanitation facilities (see also McCarthy and Lahiri-Dutt [ Chapter 3]
in this volume).

The experiences of menstruation by people who are homeless, however, has
been historically overlooked by the public, civil society actors, policy makers, and
academics. Much progress has been made in recent years within academic liter-
ature to deepen our understanding of the multifaceted issue of women’s home-
lessness, through studies of health, abuse, trauma, and specific policy responses
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and intervention (for example, Padgett et al. 2006; Vijayaraghavan et al. 2012;
Schutt and Garrett 2013). Taking into account the specific exclusions and trau-
mas that are faced by women who are homeless, this literature is very productive
and useful in order to work toward alleviating these challenges and providing
gender-specific support for recovery. The topic of menstruation, however, is
expressed only as a factor of the reproductive health of women who are home-
less, as outlined by medical narratives (for example Ensign 2001). To my knowl-
edge, there has been no explicit study conducted on the ways in which women
in precarious housing situations understand menstruation in relation to their
own corporealities and subjectivities (see Sebert Kuhlmann et al. 2019).

The growing presence of a class-aware menstrual activist movement, and
the subsequent practical initiatives that have emerged to alleviate the challenges
faced by marginalized women are seeking to reverse this inattention. The energy
and persistence of grassroots campaigns have prompted responses at local gov-
ernment levels to the issue of period poverty. Period poverty, a term used mostly
in the UK refers to the state in which people who menstruate find themselves
without the financial resources to access suitable menstrual products.

Despite this burgeoning movement within activist spaces, academic scholar-
ship on menstruation has been largely inattentive to the socioeconomic diver-
sity of women, failing to take into account how their experiences and identities
transform the ways in which they relate to their menstruating bodies. Existing
literature within the social sciences about menstruation has been focused on
the issues of stigma, commodification, menstrual health, and medicalization
(Kissling 2006; Johnston-Robledo and Stubbs 2013; Lahiri-Dutt 2015). These
have been extremely productive for the understanding of the politics of men-
struation, however many Anglo-American texts fail to address intersectional-
ity. Menstrual literature in the Global North has been written about, and for,
white,! middle-class, cisgender women (Johnston-Robledo and Stubbs 2013,
4), or in a developmental context, addressing the exclusions of women liv-
ing in poverty in the Global South (for example Dhingra, Kumar, and Kour
2009; Boosey, Prestwich, and Deave 2014; Smiles, Short, and Sommer 2017).
The situated-ness of these debates, it seems, is polarized: either addressing
the privileged middle classes in the Global North or the socioeconomically
marginalized in the Global South. However, disenfranchised women within
societies in the West have been neglected: those who may not have financial or
material resources to manage menstruation in a way that meets societal expec-
tations.? It is imperative, therefore, in order to work toward a truly emanci-
patory and revolutionary feminism, that the politics of difference is included
within gendered debates. How do socioeconomic disparities among women
affect the way that they relate to themselves as menstruators?

This chapter therefore attempts to bring about a ‘class consciousness’ (bell
hooks 2000) in the mapping of the lived experience of menstruation, through
an increased understanding of the experiences of women who are homeless.
It offers an insight to the ways in which women experiencing homelessness
understand and negotiate their menstrual bodies within contexts of limited
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financial and material resources. This study explores the scale of the personal,
offering a phenomenological insight into their experiences. This contrasts with
atheoretical texts within academic literature that seek to homogenize home-
less populations (DeVerteuil, May, and Von Mahs 2009, 658). It also attempts
to critically analyze the current policy and third sector initiatives across the
Global North that hope to minimize the effects of period poverty upon mar-
ginalized menstruators through practical interventions.

PHENOMENOLOGY, EMOTIONS, AND THE BODY

Phenomenology is the theoretical starting point for my exploration of the
rich depths of the menstrual experiences of women who are homeless. 1 give
authority to lived experience to ‘capture life as it is lived” (Moran 2000, 5).
Phenomenology attends to a complex interrelatedness between the material
flesh, the body, and the consciousness of the human subject (Merleau-Ponty
2002, 5), and it is in the footsteps of this theory that I explore the experi-
ential, affective and contingent nature of the lives of marginalized women
throughout menstruation.

I attempt to generate this understanding by prioritizing the feelings and
emotions that tint perceptions and embodied experience. Not only is emo-
tional experience important to paint a rich portrayal of the modalities of
menstruators who are homeless, but as a feminist narrative, it frames ‘the per-
sonal as political” (Pile 2010, 7). The privileging of emotional experience and
understandings of the self (Bondi 2005, 6) allows feminist geographers to
unpick the felt complexities of gendered experience (Pile 2010, 7).

However, by focusing on the realm of the immaterial, I do not want to
neglect the fleshy ontology of the body (Grosz 1994, ix). While phenomenol-
ogy and emotional geography foreground the body as the site of unique expe-
rience, scholars “still often fail to talk about a body that breaks its boundaries
— urinates, bleeds, vomits, farts, [and] engulfs tampons” (Longhurst 2001,
23). A dismissal of fleshy corporeality denies the agency of the material body
itself. If it is true that a person lives through their body, then it is through the
freedoms and restrictions of their bodily capacities and mobility that this living
occurs (Young 2005, 16).

Bodies on the Bovderline

The normal body is not a bleeding body. Encounters with bodily fluids pro-
voke averse responses such as nausea, disgust, and horror (Kristeva 1982, 3).
A body threatening to burst its boundaries and give birth (Longhurst 2000,
455), leak milk from her breasts (Boyer 2012, 553) and spill blood from
between her legs (Young 2005, 97) is viewed with horror and fascination
(Kristeva 1982, 3). It is this cultural representation of a sticky, messy femi-
ninity that places menstruating women at the borders of social legitimacy.
Any manifestation, therefore, of menstruation, whether it be a bloody stain
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or an emotional expression, suggest that “women are not men, cannot be
men, and as so cannot exist in the world as men do” (MacDonald 2007, 348).
It is through the concealment of this process that menstruators claim
normalcy.

The abject is also embodied by the homeless woman. She represents a seep-
age beyond the boundaries of “acceptable’ social life (Butler 1993, xiii). Her
body is subject to stigmatization and marginalization; in the public imagi-
nary she is cast as ‘dirty,” ‘deviant,” and ‘transgressive’ (Radley, Hodgetts, and
Cullen 2006, 438). Rough sleepers, in the public imagination, are “lives who
are not considered to be ‘lives’, and whose materiality is understood not to
‘matter’” (Meijer and Prins 1998, 281).

What happens when the abject fluid comes to plague the abject body?
A stark paradox appears for a woman sleeping in the streets, constantly within
the public gaze, attempting to uphold the privacy of her flowing, leaky body.
Against this background, my research is guided by three questions: (1) How
do women experiencing homelessness negotiate the emotional and affective
experiences of menstruation? (2) How is menstruation materially managed?
and (3) To what extent are third sector initiatives in the US and UK effective
in addressing the challenges marginalized menstruators face?

METHODOLOGY

For the case study, primary research interviews were undertaken with 40
women in the city of Bristol, UK, who were accessing a range of services that
support vulnerable people in precarious housing situations for their various
needs: shelters, drug support groups, day centers, and food banks. Bristol,
located in the south west of the UK, has a significant homeless population,
with statutory homelessness being over twice the national average (Gouk
2017). Rough sleeping has increased consistently over the last five years (Yong
2017) due to pernicious austerity measures by the UK government and an
on-going housing crisis. Private rental costs in Bristol are the highest in the
UK outside of London, and the area has 9% less social housing than the
national average (D’Arcy 2017, 32).

In order to analyze the effectiveness of charitable initiatives in tackling
period poverty, I use two methods. I firstly compare the needs highlighted by
women in the interviews to the needs addressed by activities undertaken by
charitable groups, and secondly attempt to unpick the extent to which these
initiatives seek to resolve underlying, long-term issues such as breaking down
stigmas around menstruation. This research has been undertaken through
my first-hand experience as working for No More Taboo, a social enterprise
seeking to alleviate the issues around period poverty in the UK, and through
secondary research using online sources.

An important caveat must be highlighted, however, before the trajectory of
this study continues. Menstruation is not a uniquely female experience. “Not
all women menstruate, and not only women menstruate” (Bobel 2010, 11).
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Menopause and external factors that can alter the menstrual cycle, such as
contraception, body weight, and stress (Stoppler 2015) create a large group
of women who do not menstruate. In contrast, transgender men and intersex
people are not female, yet can still menstruate (Bobel 2010, 12). For the pur-
pose of this study, however, the experience of cisgender, menstruating women
will be explored as all the women interviewed identify as such.

EMOTIONAL EXPERIENCES OF MENSTRUATION

For me, my period means problems. Mental and physical problems. (Safiya)

The majority of the women interviewed, when asked to describe their experi-
ence of menstruation, framed their monthly bleed as an emotional and painful
period, rife with negative sensations, such as irritability, stress, vulnerability,
and symptoms of low mood as well as anxiety and depression.

Cheryl expresses the need for rest and privacy, despite finding herself in a
state of constant flux due to her insecure housing situation:

It’s quite tough and it’s embarrassing when you think you’re smelly. T feel
that people know that I’m on, even if I know they don’t know, I think they
do! [Menstruation] makes me irritable, it makes me tired and it gives me back
problems, and I can’t move, and obviously in the situation that I’m in in the
moment, it’s quite difficult.

She accounts experiences of ‘felt stigma’ (Scambler 2009, 445), constructing her
body as malodourous and deviant. The heightened awareness of her menstrual
self as potentially disgusting within the social sphere creates internalized sensa-
tions of shame and guilt. She anticipates and imagines people’s adverse reactions
to her menstruating body, and this threat causes her discomfort and embarrass-
ment. She describes herself as more emotionally sensitive and drained, while
acknowledging her precarious housing situation—sleeping on the sofas in the
houses of friends and family. This highlights the tension between her homeless
body and menstrual body. While she is menstruating she “can’t move,” while
simultaneously having to be constantly mobile, changing from one house to
another. This mobility undermines her ability to self-care and fully manage the
pains and the stresses that she documents as part of her menstruating experience.
Her corporeal vulnerabilities are intensified through her homeless situation.
Mary-Ann extends this notion of ‘felt stigma’ and applies it to her status
as a woman experiencing homelessness. “You want to be having a wash, but
you can’t. When you’re homeless, you’re embarrassed about your situation
anyway.” The embarrassment Mary-Ann feels of her leaky, menstruating body
is exacerbated by her lack of stable accommodation. Mary-Ann rearticulates
common notions of both the homeless (Gerrard and Farrugia 2015, 2220)
and the menstrual body (Lee and Sasser-Coen 2015, 10) as messy, dirty and
impure. Her embodiment of both abject categories places her in a doubly
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stigmatized position, her body marginalized by a culture that eschews and
rejects manifestations of poverty and leaky corporeality.

Discursive debates seem far removed from the everyday realities of life
on the streets, however they manifest in the material ways that the bodies of
menstruating, marginalized women are perceived and controlled, not only by
external disciplinary forces but also by their internal, self-regulatory actions.
Both Cheryl and Mary-Ann attempt to uphold culturally dominant rituals of
self-purification and self-regulation, attempting to conceal their menstruating
status and remain within the margins of acceptable cleanliness. To a woman
restricted by her mobility and financial resources, a socially legitimate, clean,
concealed period is difficult to attain.

AFFECTIVE MANAGEMENT STRATEGIES

The emotional-corporeal experience of menstruation influences the everyday
routines of the women and spaces in which they inhabit. They use “tactical
rationalities” (Cloke, May, and Johnsen 2008, 243) to actively negotiate their
menstrual state while simultaneously accommodating for their marginalized
position as women experiencing homelessness.

Warmth, Comfort, and Safety

Many of the interviewees highlighted warmth and comfort as an important
factor to alleviate negative symptoms of menstruation. Naomi emphasizes
the significance of café spaces; when feeling dispirited, with painful menstrual
cramps, she would “practically live in cafés. They’re warm and they’ve got
comfy sofas.” The participants considered spaces such as multi-functional day
centers extremely useful in this respect, considering that “if you stay too long
[in a café], they ask you to buy something or make you leave” (Naomi).

Kim, having slept on the streets for the past month, says that “places like
this [a Christian day center] give people comfort. So they know they’re safe
an’ that. ‘Cause on the streets it’s not safe.” She echoes the narratives of
many female rough sleepers in the cartographies of fear within urban spaces
(Radley, Hodgetts, and Cullen 2006, 441), and finds refuge and solace in the
spaces of the center, where she can socialize and receive free tea and warm
food. This highlights the importance of homelessness organizations and
shelters as “spaces of care” (Johnsen, Cloke, and May 2005, 790), not only
offering nutritional sustenance, but an opportunity to alleviate emotional
isolation and provide physical safety.

However, this ‘space of care’ within Mary-Ann’s life-world forms only a
fraction of her affective resources. While she was menstruating, she also had
to rely on existing social networks and friendships. “I’ve been sleeping in the
town centre, but ‘cause I’'m on3 now, I slept at my mate’s last night ‘cause
I couldn’t take no more” (Mary-Ann). This is not a unique occurrence.
Adesola, has nowhere to go in the daytime, as the night shelter in which
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she is temporarily residing closes its doors throughout the day. She employs
social and affective networks of housed friends to stay comfortable and warm
throughout the day while she is menstruating: “I have got some good people
on my side, I’ll turn up and say ‘right, I need a couple of hours.” They’ll let
me go round and sit there with a hot water bottle.” The participants who
sought the help of friends and acquaintances did not express any qualms for
doing so. For the disconnected woman, without such affective networks,
she must take rest and refuge within the public spaces of the city: “When it
was hurting a lot, I just had to sit down for a bit, just on the bench. I had
nowhere else I could go” (Rhian).

Yearning for Privacy

Women experiencing homelessness reside in spaces that are not theirs.
Shopping centers, libraries, and parks are common public spaces that
are used by women who are homeless to take respite (Reeve, Casey, and
Goudie 2006, 7). Shelters and couches in friends’ homes barely offer true
privacy. A stable, private space is required for the intimate act of menstrual
management and negotiation of subsequent emotional fluctuations and
fatigue. The majority of women interviewed yearned for privacy while men-
struating, especially for the act of managing their menstrual flows, as public
toilets were deemed “disgusting” (Mia) and “terrible” (Erin). The constant
upheaval and mobility of Cheryl’s life does not allow her to fully relax, as she
would if she had her own, private space. “I’m stopping here and there and
everywhere, and I have very severe, heavy periods, so it’s very uncomfortable.”
This sentiment is echoed by Simran: “I would just love to be somewhere . . .
and not feel like an intruder.” The extreme visibility of homelessness contrasts
sharply with the intimacy needed to manage the physical and emotional aspects
of menstruation.

MATERIAL MENSTRUAL MANAGEMENT

I haven’t used pads, ‘cause I haven’t had no money. I’ve had to use toilet paper.
(Jennifer)

Menstruators negotiate their periods through its management (Young
2005, 103), as socially produced scripts of purity and pollution (Douglas
1966, 35) require its secrecy and concealment. The practical considerations of
menstruation were a concern raised by the interviewees. The commodification
of sanitary products within Western society means that they come at a cost,
a cost that many financially marginalized women, struggling to pay for basic
amenities, may not be able to bear. Jennifer documents her socially irregular
use of toilet paper, gleaned from public toilets, to ensure that her menstrual
blood is absorbed. In her situation, she cannot afford to purchase commod-
ified sanitary products. One participant also spoke of having to occasionally
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shoplift such items, in desperation, echoing a worrying trend in “survival
shoplifting” for those in such financial destitution (Hall 2017, 23).

Some women explained that, in “desperate situations” (Jenelle), they
would ask for menstrual products in the institutional locations of the spaces in
which the interviews took place. Their experiences, however, are varied. In a
short-term shelter, Jenelle affirms that “we’re pretty lucky here, ‘cause they’ve
always got some in stock.” She relies on the shelter to provide her the mate-
rial resources for managing her menstruation. However, Kate, who uses the
services of a Christian day center, highlights the inattention to service users’
menstrual needs: “Sometimes they have some . . . sometimes they don’t. I
don’t really understand why that is, they should have a lot more considering
that it’s an obvious priority.” One of the functions of the center, to Kate, is
the provision of basic amenities that are unobtainable given the financial situ-
ation of their female service users. She problematizes the inconsistency of the
supply of sanitary products, framing them as an “obvious priority:” the man-
agement of an essential, unpredictable and uncontrollable bodily process that
has been overlooked by the staft.

Some women, however, were reluctant to ask the staft as they felt it was
a shameful subject. “I would never ask, I’d be too embarrassed” (Michelle).
Such embarrassment, as described by Michelle, is the result of a persistent
socio-cultural stigma surrounding menstruation (Laws 1990). The inability to
access products at the shelter also highlights an inadequate system of commu-
nication about the availability of menstrual products. Cynthia comments that
she does not know “if they give them out here,” illustrating a gap between the
supply of products to shelters via donations and the actual receipt and usage
of the products by service users.*

However, in some situations, this embarrassment is present not only due
to the shroud of socio-cultural stigma that surrounds menstruation, but also
the institutional power relations between the women and those working at the
shelters. Emily, a resident at a longer-term shelter, felt uncomfortable discuss-
ing her intimate, bodily needs with those employed to regulate and govern
her behavior within her living space. “I wouldn’t want to say this but it’s kind
of like a prison here, they come and do their checks to see if you’re all right
which means coming into the flat, and if they don’t hear you they’ll come
into your bedroom. It’s like having a warden, and you don’t really want to
be like ‘please sir, can I have something for my bleeding.”” Using the anal-
ogy of a prison, Emily echoes geographical analyses of shelters as disciplinary
institutions through which homeless bodies are governed and controlled
(Williams 1996, 85). Nearly every aspect of their lives is subject to scrutiny
by the wardens, their finances, their health, and their living space. She resists
the total scrutiny of her body by refusing to disclose information about her
intimate bodily processes to the staff. The need to ask for products is high-
lighted as unfair by some participants, due to this regime of bodily control
exerted by staff: “I feel like they should be in all toilets, and you can help
yourself” (Samantha).
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Embarrassment and the resistance of power relationships within the shelter
are not the only rationales for refusing to ask for sanitary products. Frankie
states: “It’s not their responsibility really. You’re supposed to be getting used
to providing for yourself again.” She believes that menstruation is a personal
process that should be managed individually, and views the ability to afford
menstrual products as a progression toward being able to support herself eco-
nomically. The ability to provide for herself again shows the symbolic value
of embracing a self-sufficient, economically responsible subjectivity (Farrugia
2011, 82). It lifts her from the marginal zone of the abject (Kristeva 1982,
3), and allows her to break away from common perceptions of people who are
homeless as ‘irresponsible’ and ‘morally deviant.’

‘Alternative’ Practices

The consumption of menstrual hygiene products has become naturalized in
Western society, with disposable tampons and pads being the most common
method used to manage menstruation. The awareness and use of reusable
sanitary products such as washable pads and menstrual cups are now grow-
ing as a form of ‘alternative’ menstrual hygiene management. Despite their
popularity and prevalence being trivial in the market compared to dispos-
ables (Atkin 2018), demand is rising due to an increasingly environmentally
conscious consumer market.

However, the use of such products was not viewed as possible nor desira-
ble for the interviewees. The participants communicated the difficulty in the
cleaning of reusable sanitary products due to their constant spatial mobility
(for the ‘rough sleepers’ and the ‘hidden homeless” who are constantly mov-
ing around the houses of friends and hostels) and the lack of privacy of shared
cleaning facilities (for those in shelters). The initial costs of the products were
also too steep for the women, who possess limited financial resources. The
extent to which the participants can partake in an environmental menstrual
feminism, therefore, is extremely limited, due to its complete reliance on
women’s consumption patterns and privacy of sanitation facilities.

The subjective experiences of the participants are inextricably bound to
contradictory tensions that arise between their homeless and menstrual sta-
tus. The participants embody sensations of moral judgment that arise from
the double stigma of menstruation and homelessness. They attempt to find
solutions to rid themselves of visceral feelings of impurity which ties them to
an abject condition. However, their visibility as women experiencing home-
lessness within the public gaze and constant spatial mobility diminishes their
ability to manage menstruation in the ways they would like to: in privacy,
and with a stable, safe place to rest. They improvise and find makeshift ways
to ease these tensions through informal networks and homeless institutions,
despite framing difficulties in accessing the products. Against this background,
the next section of this chapter will move to asking: What are third sector
organizations doing to minimize the hurdles faced by the participants?
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INITIATIVES TO COMBAT PERIOD POVERTY

Civil society has been quick to galvanize attention and support for address-
ing period poverty, since the issue came into public consciousness (Gharib
2015). Activity has flourished in both the US and the UK within the vol-
untary sector, working to alleviate the situations of millions of menstru-
ators living in poverty. The majority of such initiatives in both countries
adhere to a donation-based approach. Rallying up support from the public,
they collect menstrual products (disposable pads and tampons), and donate
these unconditionally to soup runs, homeless shelters, domestic violence ref-
uges, schools and foster care agencies. Examples of organizations following
this approach include I Support the Girls and #HappyPeriod in the US, and
#TheHomelessPeriod and Freedom4Girls in the UK.

The provisioning of menstrual products to “spaces of care” (Johnsen,
Cloke, and May 2005, 790) for children and adults in vulnerable situations
can be lauded for attempting to alleviate the issue in its immediacy. They seek
to ameliorate the lives of people experiencing social and financial marginali-
zation, operating through a philosophy of inclusion. There are no conditions
in exchange for the receipt of menstrual products. They are supplied with-
out judgment, without questioning the ‘deservedness’ of the clients (Johnsen,
Cloke, and May 2005, 805). This non-interventionist approach (Watts,
Fitzpatrick, and Johnsen 2018, 237) provides a valuable safety net for the vul-
nerable menstruator. These initiatives respond to the situation expressed by
Erin: “I mean, what can you do when you’ve got no money?”

Critiques of the Donation-Based Approach

Does the free provision of products, however, address the complex,
multivalent issues that the participants in this study have expressed? The narra-
tives outlined in this paper indicate that there may need to be a more holistic
approach to period poverty if it is to be tackled in a productive and adequate
manner. I critique the unconditional donation of products based on three
main themes. Firstly, I address issues of communication and agency, and then
discuss the importance of breaking taboos surrounding menstruation. I then
go on to discuss considerations around the environment and sustainability.
The supply of menstrual products to service users depends wholly on how
the homelessness service, whether it be a shelter, day center, or soup run,
choose to distribute the products. As seen above, many of the women who
participated in the study did not know who to approach to talk about men-
struation, and many confessed to feeling embarrassed to speak to members
of staff about accessing menstrual products. Others were simply not informed
that menstrual products were available. Homelessness services desperately
need to improve communication around the availability of menstrual prod-
ucts. In a day center, where interviews for this study were conducted, the
staff disclosed that they had received large donations of menstrual products,
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and possessed years” worth of supplies. However, the women interviewed
did not know that such products were available to them at this particular
service.

How can organizations focused on the distribution of menstrual products
ensure that these products reach the hands of those who really need them?
As a start, more focus should be put on how many people receive menstrual
products, instead of celebrating the number of donations made to shelters and
refuges. Supplies within homelessness services should be accessible without
needing to ask for them, diminishing the power staff have over service users’
bodies. In one emergency night shelter, a range of menstrual products were
supplied in every bathroom, and users therefore had the agency to choose
which products were suitable for them, and they were not needlessly submitted
to admitting their menstrual status to those working in the shelter. Increased
efforts should be made among third sector practitioners to deepen under-
standing of the issues surrounding menstruating while homeless, and to break
down the stigma among staft to ensure that they are comfortable with taking
the initiative to start the conversation about menstruation. Moreover, menstrual
management is not only reliant on physical products, but also on access to safe
and private sanitation facilities such as lockable toilets, showers, and laundry
services.

In addition to the practical aspects of menstrual management, donation
drives fail to make a critical assessment of menstruation, understanding that
it is “a bodily process shaped by consumerism and controlled by corpora-
tions that disregard both human and environmental health” (Bobel 2010,
105). Disposable sanitary products may contain a host of dioxins, pesticides
and chemical fragrances, which are not required to be labeled on the pack-
aging (Spinks 2015). These can cause infections, rashes, and in some cases,
death® (Bobel 2010, 108). Not only do disposable menstrual products pose
a potential health threat to their users, the disposal of such products gener-
ates tons of landfill waste detrimental to the conservation of the planet. The
Femcare industry is inherently anti-feminist: “shaming women through ad
campaigns, polluting air and water supplies, and producing products that
can cause microlacerations of the vaginal wall” (Bobel 2010, 109). The
charitable provisioning solution, by encouraging the purchase of products
from this industry for donations, offers a short-term stop-gap that benefits
multinational corporations much more than the people these organizations try
to help (Quint 2017). It is vital that we do not exclude marginalized men-
struators from a health- and environmentally-aware menstrual conscious-
ness, and that we actively move toward more emancipatory, transformative
interventions in order to empower them to make critical choices about their
menstrual management.

Two organizations that attempt to embrace feminist politics to galva-
nize change are UnTabooed, founded by Diandra Kalish in New York City
in 2015 (Period, n.d.), and No More Taboo, founded by Chloe Tingle in
Bristol, UK, in the same year. Both focus on providing educational workshops
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to socioeconomically marginalized women and introducing participants to
reusable menstrual products such as cups and cloth pads (Period n.d., and
author’s own knowledge). This approach seeks to provide a comprehen-
sive response to period poverty, incorporating the dissolution of the stigma
around menstruation, taking steps to increase social and environmental
well-being, and develop bodily self-confidence. Such participatory approaches
can help menstruators feel more comfortable about approaching staff mem-
bers for help, and provide a long-term solution to those who have a certain
extent of stability—the use of a menstrual cup or cloth pads that can last
years. However, this approach does not help those who are street homeless
and constantly mobile. The participants considered their lack of spatial sta-
bility a hindrance to the use of reusable products. The paucity of safe, pri-
vate spaces for hygiene management and other issues outlined in the text
above can be, however, brought to the attention of homeless organizations,
with the intent to create long-lasting change, and the amenities to manage
menstruation in a safe and effective manner.

Toward a Vision of Structural Reform

Critics argue that the huge scale of resources invested by civil society
simply alleviate the symptoms of homelessness without tackling the
entrenched issues of destitution and housing, and serve solely as a distraction
(Parsell and Watts 2017, 67). Parsell and Watts (2017) argue that the most
effective way to ensure that people experiencing homelessness can access the
products and services generously given by civil society, whether this be men-
strual products, shower facilities or a warm space to rest, is through directly
tackling the structural causes of homelessness. Governments must commit to
reducing homelessness, transform housing policy and create better employ-
ment opportunities for those on the margins of society to be able to reinte-
grate and form an autonomous, stable part of society. Nevertheless, there are
further actions that governments and third sector organizations can take while
the problem of homelessness pervades. Menstrual health must be included in
indicators of health for people experiencing homelessness, and proper train-
ing must be given to service providers about supporting their clients who
menstruate. This includes not only the practical aspects, but also the emo-
tional dimensions, taking into account the specific needs of transgender and
non-binary people, menstruators with disabilities and the differences between
cultures. Huge attitudinal shifts are required to ensure that the topic of men-
struation is not erased under the shadow of stigma: one approach to ensuring
that stigma is dissipated for further generations is a comprehensive, mandatory
curriculum on the topic within schools.
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CONCLUSIONS

This chapter has attempted to disrupt the clean incorporeality of academic dis-
course (Longhurst 2001, 2) and to engage with the messy worlds of menstru-
ation as experienced by members of a socioeconomically marginalized group:
women experiencing homelessness. It has been shaped by the subjectivities of
the participants and their consciousness of their being-in-the-world, privileg-
ing their bodies as sites of material and emotional flux. A phenomenological
lens has allowed a deeper understanding into the sensations, perceptions, and
negotiations of the menstrual experiences of women without the means to
access safe and stable accommodation.

The erasure of menstruation from public consciousness, due to its stigma-
tized condition, has uneven consequences on women experiencing homeless-
ness. Menstruation is often overlooked and forgotten in reports addressing
the health needs of women experiencing homelessness, and therefore fails to
come to the attention of policy makers and service managers. This inatten-
tion means that women without adequate financial resources must use irreg-
ular, and at times, potentially pathologically unsafe methods of hiding their
menstrual blood. The material and discursive narratives of menstruation, com-
bined with the structural and financial exclusions of homelessness have real
effects on the everyday realities of the participants’ experiences.

The interviews revealed multiple narratives of participants’ embodiment as
menstruators who are homeless. The participants’ sensual, emotional worlds
of menstruation are fraught with negative emotion and pain. The stability and
privacy needed for the emotional management and self-care that participants
felt was necessary while menstruating was unattainable in many situations due
to their time-space discontinuities (Rowe and Wolch 1990, 185) caused by
homelessness. The dominant social, medical, and commercial scripts of clean-
liness, pollution, and stigma that frame menstruation (Patterson 2013, 3)
were reflected in their responses. However, the conversations also unveiled the
multiplicity of strategic rationalities for the management of a fluid, emotional
body in a homeless context, within which financial, material, and emotional
resources are constrained. The threat of a stigmatic reaction to a bloodstain
mobilizes women to undertake certain regimens to ensure that their men-
strual blood is constantly hidden, such as prioritizing their spending, shop-
lifting, or finding alternative sources of menstrual management. However, the
ontological devaluation that menstruation confers to women makes it more
difficult for the participants to talk to employees of organizations, as it is a
topic deemed embarrassing.

A number of initiatives to alleviate these effects on people experiencing
homelessness have arisen since 2015, the majority focused on the provision
of free disposable tampons and sanitary towels to shelters and other homeless-
ness services. Despite the profound, positive short-term effect that this strat-
egy could have on the socioeconomically marginalized, it creates a culture of
dependence and does not tackle root causes of the stigma of menstruation,
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or seek solutions to the crisis of homelessness through more long-lasting
solutions. Other interventions have sought to provide a longer-term outlook,
attempting to educate both marginalized menstruators and service providers
about the menstrual taboo and alternative methods of menstrual manage-
ment. However, governments and civil society need to commit further to
escalating menstruation in importance when taking into account the health
of people experiencing homelessness, ensuring that menstruation is taught in
a holistic manner to eliminate the menstrual taboo for following generations,
and truly focus on tackling structural inequalities that create the conditions for
poverty, homelessness, and destitution to exist.

NOTES

1. There is a growing base of literature on the experiences of menarche and men-
opause in non-Western societies, for example Aboriginal, Indian and Ethiopian
groups, however, in Anglo-American texts, ethnic intersectionality is still limited.

2. A recent study (conducted in St. Louis, Missouri, USA) contributed greatly to
diversifying this literature by conducting a study on the menstrual health needs
of low-income women, including some participants that were experiencing
homelessness (Sebert Kuhlmann et al. 2019).

3. “Being on” is a colloquial mannerism, meaning that she is currently
menstruating.

4. This will be discussed in further detail below.

5. Toxic Shock Syndrome (TSS) can be fatal. According to NHS Choices (2014),
TSS is “a rare but life-threatening bacterial infection caused by Staphylococcus
aureus and Streptococcus pyogenes bacteria . . . a significant proportion of cases
occur in women who are on their period and using a tampon”.
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CHAPTER 5

Opinion: Prisons that Withhold Menstrual

Pads Humiliate Women and Violate
Basic Rights

Chandra Bozelko

Everyone laughed when Piper Chapman emerged from the shower during
the first season of Orange Is the New Black with bootleg shoes made of
maxi pads — and inmates do sometimes waste precious resources like sanitary
products with off-label uses.! At York Correctional Institution in Niantic,
Connecticut, where I spent more than six years, I used the tampons as scour-
ing pads — certainly not as sponges, because prison tampons are essentially
waterproof— when I needed to clean a stubborn mess in my cell.

That should not lead anyone to think that sanitary products are easy to
come by in jail. At York, each cell, which houses two female inmates, receives
five pads per week to split. I’'m not sure what they expect us to do with the
fitth but this comes out to 10 total for each woman, allowing for only one
change a day in an average five-day monthly cycle. The lack of sanitary sup-
plies is so bad in women’s prisons that I have seen pads fly right out of an
inmate’s pants: prison maxi pads don’t have wings and they have only average
adhesive so, when a woman wears the same pad for several days because she
can’t find a fresh one, that pad often fails to stick to her underwear and the
pad falls out. It’s disgusting but it’s true.

The only reason I dodged having a maxi pad slither off my leg is that I
layered and quilted together about six at a time so I could wear a homemade
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diaper that was too big to slide down my pants. I had enough supplies to do
so because I bought my pads from the commissary. However, approximately
80% of inmates are indigent and cannot afford to pay the $2.63 the maxi pads
cost per package of 24, as most earn 75 cents a day and need to buy other
necessities like toothpaste ($1.50, or two days’ pay) and deodorant ($1.93,
almost three days’ pay). Sometimes I couldn’t get the pads because the com-
missary ran out: they kept them in short supply as it appeared I was the only
one buying them.

Connecticut is not alone in being cheap with its supplies for women.
Inmates in Michigan filed suit last December alleging that pads and tam-
pons are so scarce that their civil rights have been violated. One woman bled
through her uniform and was required to dress herself in her soiled jumpsuit
after stripping for a search.

The reasons for keeping supplies for women in prison limited are not
purely financial. Even though keeping inmates clean would seem to be in the
prison’s self-interest, prisons control their wards by keeping sanitation just
out of reach. Stains on clothes seep into self-esteem and serve as an indelible
reminder of one’s powerlessness in prison. Asking for something you need
crystallizes the power differential between inmates and guards; the officer can
either meet your need or he can refuse you, and there’s little you can do to
influence his choice.

When the York Correctional Institution became coed during my sen-
tence — merging the old Gates Correctional Institution and the women’s
prison — a lieutenant who spent his career at York and was unaccustomed
to working with male inmates told a group of inmates that the men would
rather defecate in their pants than ask him for toilet paper and get jerked
around for it.

To ask a macho guard for a tampon is humiliating. But it’s more than that:
it’s an acknowledgement of the fact that, ultimately, the prison controls your
cleanliness, your health and your feelings of self-esteem. The request is even
more difficult to make when a guard complains that his tax dollars shouldn’t
have to pay for your supplies. You want to explain to him that he wouldn’t
have a paycheck to shed those taxes in the first place if prison staft weren’t
needed to do things like feeding inmates and handing out sanitary supplies —
but you say nothing because you want that maxi pad.

The guards’ reluctance to hand out the supplies is understandable because
of inmates’ off-label uses for the products. Women use the pads and tampons
for a number of things besides their monthly needs: to clean their cells, to
make earplugs by ripping out the stuffing, to create makeshift gel pads to
insert under their blisters in uncomfortable work boots or to muffle the bang
that sounds when a shaky double bed hits a cement wall whenever either of
its sleepers move. The staff watches us waste a precious commodity. What
they fail to acknowledge is that these alternative uses fill other unfulfilled
needs for a woman to maintain her physical and mental health. If we had
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adequate cleaning supplies, proper noise control, band-aids for our blisters or
stable beds, we would happily put the pads in our pants.

There are ways to restore dignity to America’s inmates. For example, we
could remove the entire sanitary supply problem if American prisons bought
the newly-released Thinx for female inmates, which are super absorbent,
stain-free underwear designed by a woman’s start-up. Thinx are expensive —
$200 for seven pair — but they still might be cost effective when you factor
in the cost of buying disposable pads and the time and energy devoted to the
pad power struggle in women’s prisons. But I doubt that corrections systems
in the United States will give up the forced scarcity of menstrual products in
prison.

Though many argue that prisoners cannot be pampered in jail, having
access to sanitary pads is not a luxury — it is a basic human right. Just like
no-one should have to beg to use the toilet, or be given toilet paper, women
too must be able to retain their dignity during their menstrual cycle. Using
periods to punish women simply has no place in any American prison.

NoOTE
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CHAPTER 6

Bleeding in Jail: Objectification,
Self-Objectification, and Menstrual Injustice

Tomi-Ann Roberts

Between 20 and 60 female inmates are strip- and body-cavity searched in an
outdoor bus garage with no privacy partitions, near the County Jail, upon
booking and/or return from any medical appointments or court hearings. The
strip- and body-cavity searches are conducted publicly (that is, en masse) and
monitored by female deputies. The inmates stand together, sometimes in very
close proximity to or even in physical contact with one another, and within view
of one another during the procedure. While in this bus port, the women must
remove their clothing and are told to lift their breasts and bellies, and then to
bend over and spread their buttocks and labia to expose their rectums and vagi-
nas for inspection with a flashlight. Women who are menstruating must remove
their soiled tampons or menstrual pads in front of the entire group. In some
cases, either because of heavy bleeding, or because they must stand long enough
after removal of their menstrual products, women bleed down their legs and
onto the floor of the bus port during the procedure. This occurs in the view of
other inmates and of jail staff involved in the search process.

In 2015, I received an intriguing email from a young civil rights lawyer in
Los Angeles, California, explaining that her firm was litigating a case chal-
lenging the way female detainees are strip searched. She provided me the
above description of the procedure and asked whether I would be willing
to serve as an expert for their class action. My first reaction to this request
was frankly disbelief. When I called, I found I could neither fathom that this
“procedure” was actually legal and that thousands of women had undergone
it, nor that it should take “expertise” (mine, or anyone’s) to convince a judge
that such treatment violates the most basic of human rights to bodily integ-
rity, dignity, and privacy. But she assured me that the procedure is indeed
legal under California law and an expert was indeed needed to strengthen
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their case. The firm wished me to address how women are socialized to
view menstruation as personal, private, and even disgusting, and how these
socio-cultural attitudes contribute to feelings of shame and degradation when
women are forced to remove soiled feminine hygiene products and poten-
tially bleed openly in a large group setting.

I agreed to write a report based on the psychological science and
philosophy of objectification, in which I argued that, among the many
psychic consequences of self-objectification can be deeply negative attitudes
toward the body’s more corporeal features, including menstruation. These
are revealed in women’s own shame and self-disgust regarding their periods,
which this degrading strip and body cavity search procedure only amplifies
among the jailed inmates to the point of abject mortification.

I was not permitted in my expert report to speak much at all to the zreaz-
ment of the inmates by the deputies for two reasons. First, the strip and body
cavity search procedure as such is and will remain legal under California law.
Our dispute was with the conditions under which it takes place—en masse in
full view of others, and in a poorly maintained, potentially unsanitary setting
(the bus port next door to the County Jail). Secondly, what we know of many
deputies’ abusive, shaming verbal commentary to the inmates during the proce-
dure comes via inmate declarations, and hence is second-hand. But what I was
not permitted to discuss in my report, I am eager to examine in this chapter.!

I will explore more in depth the issues raised around the problematic
emotions of shame and disgust that ensue when we do as objectification
and self-objectification ask of us, which is to repudiate our own or others’
animal, biological bodies. First, 1 establish the theoretical background
of objectification and self-objectification that informed my report. Next,
I address research supporting the argument that deep shame and self-disgust
is inevitably engendered in the inmates themselves who were subjected to the
invasive procedure in full view of others. Third, I consider how the female
deputies’ mistreatment via shaming and degradation of the inmates during
the procedure is an ironic reflection of their own wish to deny their animality,
is therefore immoral, and ought to have no place anywhere, much less in a
setting like a jail or prison where menstruators are already bereft of so-called
“creature comforts.” Fourth, I address another form of menstrual injustice
widely meted out against incarcerated populations—the lack of access to and
sometimes even withholding of menstrual management products. And finally,
I close with some discomforts and conclusions.

OBJECTIFICATION, SELF-OBJECTIFICATION, AND THE CREATURELY
MENSTRUATING BoDY
Philosopher Martha Nussbaum (1995) described ways in which human

beings can be treated as objects, clarifying seven properties of objectification,
or the treating of persons as things. These properties include instrumentality,
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denial of autonomy, inertness, fungibility, violability, ownership, and denial
of subjectivity. Rae Langton (2009) extended this analysis specifically to the
objectification of female bodies, adding three more ways it is revealed: reduc-
tion to a body or body parts, focus on appearance, and silencing. The treatment
of menstruating incarcerated women during the strip and body cavity search
in the Los Angeles County Jail reflects many, if not all, of these properties of
objectification.

My colleague Barbara Fredrickson and I offered objectification theory in
1997 to psychological science as a way of framing female embodied experi-
ence. We argued that Western cultures are saturated with heteronormative
sexuality, and one feature of this is the pervasive evaluation of girls’ and wom-
en’s bodies, their worth primarily determined by their observable features,
much in the same way that we might evaluate the worth of everyday, ordinary
objects or tools. Such treatment, we posited, occurs along a continuum from
the seemingly benign sexualized evaluation of their bodies to more extreme
and undeniably brutal sex trafficking or rape (Fredrickson and Roberts 1997).
We argued that this cultural milieu of sexual objectification accomplishes a
colonization of the mind of many girls and women, who, as a consequence,
become their own first surveyors—self-objectifying as a way of anticipating
rewards and punishments likely to come from a culture that values their phys-
ical appearance above all else (Fredrickson and Roberts 1997; Roberts 2002).

So common as to be virtually normative, one consequence of the cul-
ture of sexual objectification and self-objectification is the widespread dis-
satisfaction women feel with their bodies; here we already see that this strip
and body cavity search, involving the exposure of the most private parts of
the inmates’ bodies in public, would be particularly cruel and punishing for
them. 80% of U.S. women are dissatisfied with how their bodies look, and
most racial, ethnic and socioeconomic groups of American women appear
to be increasingly similarly dissatisfied (Grabe and Hyde 2006). Women are
socialized to value their physical appearance as the single most important
element of their self-worth (Fredrickson and Roberts 1997). Because of the
proliferation of mass media formats and the 24 /7 delivery of these formats,
all of us are socialized within this framework of idealized, sexually objectified
female bodies (APA 2007). These images are often presented as the “nor-
mal” or average body, but they are in fact airbrushed, highly manipulated rep-
resentations of an ideal. They are a fantasy. The use of these images sends the
message that, in order for a woman (cis or trans) to be considered attractive,
which is a prerequisite for female personhood, she must make tremendous
efforts to look like the now-normalized ideal bodies she is inundated with by
the media. This would not be harmful except for the fact that very few actual
humans meet this photoshopped cultural ideal. Hence, like most women who
aspire to this ideal, I argued that those in the Los Angeles County Jail already
felt like failures, even before undergoing the procedure in question, surely
setting them up for a more extreme emotional reaction during it.
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Above all else, sexually objectified ideal female bodies are sanitized,
hygienic, denuded, and deodorized, that is, devoid of any of the more “crea-
turely” or animal-like features such as body hair, genitals, or evidence of body
products such as mucus or blood. Simone De Beauvoir wrote in The Second
Sex, “In women are incarnated disturbing mysteries of nature . . . In woman
dressed and adorned, nature is present but under restraint . . . A woman is
rendered more desirable to the extent that her nature is more rigorously con-
fined” (1952, 84). Building from this, my colleague Jamie Goldenberg and I
(2004, 2011) provided an integration of objectification and terror manage-
ment theories (for example, Greenberg, Pyszczynski, and Solomon 1986) to
help explain the paradox that women’s bodies are both idealized as objects
of beauty and desire, but also derided for and typically required to regulate
many of the creaturely functions of those very bodies. We argued that sexual
objectification and self-objectification serve the purpose of distancing us from
women’s more creaturely functions, which are, ironically, existentially threat-
ening. As Dinnerstein (1976) noted, the very functions that serve human
existence—menstruation, birth, lactation—are, by extension, also reminders of
human non-existence or mortality. In controlling women’s bodies, patriarchal
societies in effect control mortality itself. Objectifying and self-objectifying
via sanitizing, deodorizing, denuding, dieting, surgery (the list goes on and
on) then, serve as a psychic defense against the reminders of our animal (and
hence mortal) natures that women’s bodies, more than men’s, engender.

Therefore, beyond normative body dissatisfaction, likely setting the
inmates up for an experience of some discomfort at a minimum, forced to
expose their own flawed bodies to deputies and one another, 20 years of
research has established myriad far more extremely negative psychic conse-
quences of sexual objectification and self-objectification (Roberts, Calogero,
and Gervais 2018) predicted to arise, given this procedure’s exposure of men-
struating inmates’ creaturely bodies to one another. It is to two particularly
crushing emotions engendered by sexual and self-objectification—shame and
disgust toward one’s own corporeal, animal body—that I turn now.

THE INMATES: SELE-OBJECTIFICATION YIELDS SELE-DISGUST
AND SHAME

The emotion of disgust is associated with the action tendency of putting dis-
tance between the self and the cause of disgust, which is considered contami-
nating. And indeed many religious traditions prohibit touching menstruating
women, for example, and prescribe ritual cleaning after the period is over
(Dunnavant and Roberts 2013). These prescriptions, proscriptions, and rit-
uals reflect a belief that menstrual blood is contaminating. This is, of course,
misguided thinking, because menstrual blood is not, in fact, a contaminant,
but it is nevertheless deep-seated, because it is rooted in the ancient emotion
of disgust. In a study of American mostly secular college students, male and
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female participants showed a disgust-like reaction to a woman who revealed
her menstrual status (“accidentally” dropping a tampon out of her handbag)
by sitting further away from her and derogating her competence. Participants
also endorsed more sexually objectifying attitudes toward women’s bod-
ies in general after being reminded of menstruation by the dropped tampon
(Roberts et al. 2002).

Self-objectification serves the function for women themselves of psy-
chic distancing from their own creaturely nature, and several studies have
found that indeed the more women self-objectify, the more they feel emo-
tions such as disgust and shame toward their bodies’ reproductive func-
tioning, including menstruation (for example, Johnston-Robledo et al.
2007; Roberts 2004). Other studies show that women who score higher in
self-objectification are more likely to endorse menstrual suppression, arguably
a reflection of disgust’s action tendency of removal of so-called contaminating
entities (Johnston-Robledo et al. 2003). We see these attitudes and emotions
reflected in inmates’ testimonies about emotions the public strip and body
cavity search engendered in them. One inmate stated that during the proce-
dure, having her menstrual status publicly laid bare, made her feel “worth-
less as a woman,” reflecting the ways the forced exposure of her “disgusting”
creaturely body tore away the psychic defense of self-objectification that ena-
bled her to be socially acceptable as a woman. Another inmate stated in her
deposition: “I refuse to discontinue use of the Depo Provera shot for fear of
menstruating at CRDF (the county jail).” This inmate found a way to ensure
that her “worthlessness as a woman” would not be revealed during the strip
searches because she would not ever have her period during them.

Most societies do not banish menstruating women from the community
or otherwise require social quarantine, and most menstruators do not sup-
press their periods with pharmaceutical interventions, however menstrual
management is associated with strong cultural taboos commanding that it
not be seen, discussed or openly acknowledged, even among women them-
selves, reflecting a “concealment imperative” (Wood, this volume). Because
of secrecy norms, having one’s period is almost never openly acknowledged
(Kissling 1996). This reflects the hiding action tendency that is commonly
associated with shame. In many low- and middle-income countries, not
knowing about menarche or understanding the process of menstruation leads
to shame around menstruation, which in turn can lead girls to miss school,
self-medicate and refrain from social interaction, effectively quarantining
themselves (Chandra-Mouli and Patel 2017).

The menstruating inmates at the Los Angeles County Jail undoubt-
edly, therefore, felt profound shame, humiliation, and self-disgust during
the strip and body cavity search. During the procedure, to determine which
inmates would need clean menstrual products, deputies asked them to raise
their hand in front of the entire group if they were menstruating, forcing
women to “out” themselves to strangers as being on the bleeding days of
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their menstrual cycle. At this point, those having their periods were required
to remove tampons or pads or other menstrual products in the presence
of the group, and then wait some period of time—until completion of the
visual body cavity inspection portion of the search—before replacing them.
According to both inmates and deputies, some of the women were heavily
bleeding. Given the norms of secrecy, concealment, and sanitation surround-
ing menstruation, revealing blood to others was surely mortifying. There is
also no question that some heavily bleeding inmates would have had to han-
dle heavily saturated tampons. Both deputies and inmates reported observing
women drip blood or blood clots onto their legs and/or the ground while
waiting to replace tampons or pads.

Statements from the inmates’ depositions regarding their feelings dur-
ing this experience include comments such as: “I felt like a big old hunk of
meat,” “I felt less than human,” and “I felt like an animal,” clear reflections
of a profound blow to the psychic defenses constructed to keep one’s crea-
turely self in check. These women likely wished they could hide or disappear,
a common reaction to intense shame. They were unable to do so, and instead
they turned their feelings of worthlessness and dehumanization inward,
reporting that they were nothing but hunks of meat or—importantly—
animals. This kind of language reflects a particular form of dehuman-
ization as articulated by Haslam (2006), in which humans are denied
uniquely human traits, and seen as animal-like. In animalistic dehumaniza-
tion, people are considered unrefined, uncouth, incompetent, irrational,
and undeserving of moral concern (for example, Loughnan, Haslam, and
Kashima 2009).

I wrote in my report that for these women to be left standing with blood
on their fingers, legs, and likely even dripping beneath them brings to mind
images of the Stephen King novel and movie “Carrie.” It would be a truly
appalling humiliation, the stuft of the horror genre, inducing disgust in the
other women witnessing, and self-disgust and profound shame in the men-
struating women themselves, left to stand in their own stigma and “pol-
lution.” T further argued that the procedure would be nearly equally as
mortifying for inmates who were not actively bleeding, for observing other
inmates being required to endure the public exposure of their menstru-
ation would likely have caused extreme anxiety and vicarious shame for
them. Vicarious shame occurs when people identify with groups, experienc-
ing emotions on their behalf (Welten, Zeelenberg, and Breugelmans 2012).
In this case, even those who were not at that moment bleeding would have
strongly identified with those who were, feeling vicarious shame at their
public humiliation. Furthermore, the women who were not menstruating
would have realized that they could be having their period the next time they
were strip searched, and extreme anticipatory anxiety would very likely have
ensued.
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TaE DerUTIES: SHAME AND DisGgusT ARE USED TO OBJECTIFY
AND HUMILIATE

(An) analysis of disgust and shame shows us that human beings typically have a
problematic relationship to their mortality and animality, and that this problem-
atic relationship causes not just inner tension, but also aggression toward others.
(Nussbaum 2004, 322)

When I read this passage in philosopher Martha Nussbaum’s remarkable
book Hiding from Humanity: Disgust, Shame and The Law, a framework for
understanding the female deputies’ abusive treatment of the inmates during
the procedure emerged. Beyond the “inner tension” clearly reflected in the
nearly 500 inmates’ recurring references to feelings of shame, humiliation,
and dehumanization, the female deputies’ mistreatment via shaming and deg-
radation of the inmates during the procedure is an ironic reflection of their
own wish to deny their animality. Nussbaum argues in arenas such as sod-
omy, abortion, and pornography appeals to common understandings of the
“revolting,” “repugnant,” or “shameful” are made to support law and pun-
ishment. However, disgust is irrational. It is based on “magical thinking”
regarding contamination and is insensitive to information about actual risk.

Because we fear the disgusting and shameful within ourselves, Nussbaum
argues that we cordon off, exclude, and often even punish groups of humans
who exemplify animality as a way of elevating ourselves. Throughout history,
then, certain disgusting and shameful properties such as smelliness, sliminess,
and stickiness (all, incidentally, properties of menstrual blood) are repeatedly
and monotonously projected onto certain groups: Jews, LGBTQ persons,
Dalits, and women, providing a kind of emotional fuel for Anti-Semitism,
homophobia, classism, caste prejudice, and misogyny (Nussbaum 2004 ).

In the case of the female deputies conducting the strip and body cavity
search procedure, Nussbaum’s analysis predicts a kind of Freudian reaction
formation. That is, if I feel ashamed about my own animality (my knowledge
that I, too, menstruate) then one solution is to transform that humiliation
into rage-like idealization of myself and denigration of the inmates standing
before me, to draw a line between us, and cordon off their polluting, con-
taminating stickiness away from me. Here is how shame and disgust provided
the immoral fuel for the deputies to animalistically dehumanize their fellow
female inmates. Indeed examples of deputies deploying disgust to objectify
and dehumanize the inmates during the strip and body cavity search pro-
cedure abound. Heavier women were asked to “lift their stomachs” away
from their genital region to expose it fully. One witness recounted a deputy
remarking to another on her belly as she stood there, naked, holding it up
and away, in the presence of the group, “Have you ever seen anything like
that, how it hangs?”

For the visual body cavity inspection, deputies instructed inmates to turn
back toward the wall, drop their underwear, bend over at the waist, reach
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behind their bodies and spread the lips of their labia to expose their vagina
and anal aperture so that their body cavities could be inspected, one by one,
by deputies using flashlights. In delivering the commands, deputies specifi-
cally ordered women to “open their vagina lips.” Before doing so, they were
told that “if you’ve got something in your pussy hole, take it out.” Inmates
reported that deputies yelled at them, criticizing them for not following
directions, saying things like, “spread your lips, not your asshole,” “spread
your pussy lips.” Several reported that as heavily bleeding women dripped
blood onto their hands, clothing, legs, or on the ground while waiting to
replace tampons, deputies derided them and refused to provide anything for
cleaning up.

Deputies’ testimonies included justifying their abusive language because
inmates did not seem to understand them or had difficulty complying with
instructions. This reflects animalistic dehumanization, which degrades percep-
tions of civility, rationality, competence (for example, Bongiorno, Bain, and
Haslam 2013). Furthermore, my own and others’ research has shown that
indeed under conditions of body exposure or objectification, women (but not
men) react with feelings of intense body shame and anxiety, which disrupts
their cognitive concentration and diminishes their capacity to be effective
(Fredrickson et al. 1998; Calogero 2004; Gervais, Vescio, and Allen 2011). It
is not surprising that inmates had problems cooperating with the procedure;
they were treated like animals. In their exposure of their own sticky, smelly,
abject, corporeal bodies, they reminded 2/ in the bus port that we are just
animals. Such a reminder was surely flooding for the inmates themselves, and
served as a trigger for objectification (“see how it hangs?”) and animalistic
dehumanization (“your pussy hole!”) by the deputies to draw a distinct line
between themselves and the inmates.

The elderly, white, male judge said something during the motion for class
certification that I addressed in my report. He argued that, since female dep-
uties were responsible for conducting the strip and body cavity search, the
public fact of it could not have been meaningfully traumatizing. Indeed, he
argued that the procedure was likely akin to how women might behave with
one another in a locker room or spa. I will pass over here in silence this judge’s
seemingly willful naivety about the lengths to which most women and girls go
to avoid public exposure of their bodies, even in locker rooms and spas, and the
fact that the exposure in this case was forced, not voluntary. Instead I pointed
to research that supports the opposite conclusion. Moral disengagement is the
process of convincing the self that ethical standards do not apply to oneself in
a particular context (Bandura 2016). Studies show that advantageous compari-
son within one’s in-group can disable the mechanism of self-condemnation that
would typically hold immoral action in check. In this case, the female deputies
could compare themselves as morally superior to the female inmates, who are in
jail after all for having broken the law, and this advantageous comparison likely
fueled mistreatment during the procedure and even justified for them their own
harsh, abusive language as necessary for compliance.
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Secondly, other studies on collective threat show that intra-group hos-
tility can be activated by “poor behavior” on the part of in-group members
(Cohen and Garcia 2005). That is, when an in-group member reinforces a
negative stereotype, then other in-group members may distance themselves
from and even become hostile toward that person. In this case, bleeding
inmates were reinforcing the negative stereotypes that abound about wom-
en’s “monstrous” (that is, inhuman, creaturely, animal-like, out-of-control)
bodies (Ussher 2006), likely generating disgust and hostility in the deputies
toward them. Cohen and Garcia’s (2005) collective threat framework helps
explain the irony of the abusive commentary by the deputies who carried out
the procedure which exposed the menstruators’ monstrous “shame” in the
first place. For they are also women who presumably also menstruate, but
unlike the inmates, fully clothed (“dressed and adorned,” as De Beauvoir put
it), were not engaging in the “poor behavior” of reminding all of the nega-
tive stereotypes around menstrual status that are a fact of so many women’s
embodied lives.

OTHER MENSTRUAL INJUSTICE FOR INCARCERATED POPULATIONS

This case of the abusive strip and body cavity search at the Los Angeles
County Jail for women is likely as shocking to most readers as it was to me
when I first received the phone call from the civil rights lawyer. But there are
other forms of menstrual injustice meted out on incarcerated women with
which the public is likely more aware (sece Bozelko [Chapter 5] in this vol-
ume). One of these is the commonly practiced restricted access to menstrual
management products. A study by the Correctional Association of New York
revealed that 54% of women in prison reported insufficient numbers of sani-
tary pads provided per month, and that these pads are flimsy and ineffective
(Kraft-Stolar 2015). Purchasing menstrual products at the commissary typi-
cally comes at such a high cost as to be unaffordable by most inmates.

This restricted access was depicted in an episode in season 4 of the wildly
popular television show Orange is the New Black. In it, we see inmates con-
structing makeshift pads and tampons using sleep masks and toilet paper and
being dismissed by prison authorities when seeking help. In real life, in 2016,
a detainee held on shoplifting charges was brought into a Kentucky courtroom
for sentencing without pants, causing outrage in the female judge. The wom-
an’s attorney told the judge that she had been denied pants as well as men-
strual hygiene products for days (Bever 2016). A video of the judge’s phone
call, presumably to the jail, asking “what the hell is going on?” while the
pants-less woman stood behind a podium, went viral. In 2014, the ACLU of
Michigan sued Muskegon County over hazardous and unconstitutional proce-
dures at the county jail, including denial of access for female inmates to clean
underwear and feminine hygiene products (ACLU of Michigan 2014). A for-
mer inmate testified that when she had her period, a guard—instead of giving
her sanitary napkins—warned her that she’d “better not bleed on the floor.”
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Though perhaps not as outrageous as the degradation of bleeding inmates
being strip searched en masse, I would argue that restricting access to men-
strual products as a form of punishment is cut from the same cloth (pun
intended). Denying incarcerated menstruators adequate products, facilities,
and privacy is driven by the same animal-based dehumanization specifically
engendered by objectifying female bodies. Putting the onus on inmates them-
selves to constrain and control their menstruating bodies as the objectifying
culture requires, in a context in which access to the privacy and products
typically used to do so is denied, plays a cruel trick on them. For who is to
blame for their degradation and humiliation when they appear in court with-
out pants or bleed on the floor of their cell but they themselves for being so
“uncivil,” for failing to uphold the requirements of sanitation, deodorization
and hygiene of their creaturely bodies?

One plaintiff in the Michigan ACLU case regarding severely restricted
access to menstrual products and private toilet facilities echoed testimony
by our LA County plaintiffs, articulating this point poignantly: “. . . nobody
deserves to be forced to live like an animal and be treated like one. We are
women deserving of basic respect, sanitary conditions, bodily privacy, and
simply to be treated like the women we are” (ACLU of Michigan 2014). To
deny menstruating women adequate products and facilities is to treat them
like “animals,” publicly humiliating them, retaining psychic distance from
them as though they are contaminating. Given that the United States is one
of the top incarcerators of women in the world, with approximately 220,000
detained (Kajstura 2017), I am quite confident that countless incarcerated
menstruators have indeed bled down their legs and onto jail and prison floors
because of this denial. Furthermore, based on my own and others” work on
objectification and self-objectification, I imagine many who have done so,
further reinforce their own dehumanized status in the eyes of jail or prison
officials and even the public, who react with disgust to their out-of-control,
monstrous, animal bodies.

Di1scoMFORTS: NAKED vS NUDE AND THE [s-OuGHT FALLACY

After I turned in my 30-page report to the law firm, I found myself wres-
tling with many discomforts as a feminist scholar. I knew my arguments about
unique bodily privacy concerns for women essentialized gender differences in
a way I would not do in my “real” scholarly work. Further, I did not want
the world to be arranged in such a way that women’s revelation of menstrual
status ought to be shameful and degrading. I knew I was arguing it was the
case, even though I wished it was not. These discomforts ended up getting
thrown in my face, as lawyers for the defense found my testimony in a differ-
ent case regarding the sexism of a public nudity ordinance requiring females,
but not males, over the age of 10 to cover their chests. In that case, I testified
that the sexes are not materially different in terms of breasts, that breasts are
not genitals, and that therefore compelling one sex to cover their breasts but
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not the other amounts to sexism. The defendants took my testimony from
the context of criminalizing women who voluntarily choose to expose their
breasts (for example, while breastfeeding) and applied it to the context of
compelling incarcerated women to publicly expose not only their breasts but
their genitals, including while menstruating. I had to write a supplemental
declaration in which I argued that my testimony in the two cases was com-
pletely consistent—to the extent women wish to voluntarily challenge gender
stereotypes by exposing their breasts (or, I add here, their menstrual blood,
as women such as Rupi Kaur and others in the “free bleed movement” have
done) they should have that freedom, but they should never be forced to do
so, especially given the shaming associated with such exposure.

Allow me to take a brief detour to Finland, where I spent much of my
growing up, and where I imagine these distinctions between forced and vol-
untary exposure are perfectly obvious, because the distinction between the
nude and the naked body is clear there. In Finland, where families and even
strangers sit together naked in the sauna, the distinction art historian John
Berger (1972) made between naked and nude is in high relief. He argued
that to be naked is simply to be without clothes on, whereas to be nude is
to have one’s body put on display for scrutiny, commodification, or sexual-
ization by others. In the sauna, people are not nude. They are naked, the
better to sweat and experience the delights of a cold plunge all over the
body. Sometimes extended families split up sauna time by gender. The girls
and women go together, and the boys and men go together. My memories
of gender-based sauna are some of the most cherished of my childhood—
sitting naked alongside my younger sister and same aged cousins, older aunts,
and my mother, and still older great aunts and my grandmother. Disgust
and shame have no place in the sauna, because nakedness is not aware of
itself. Here the naked truths of embodied living are revealed. And so here
was where I saw what happens to bellies and breasts and vulvas with age and
with illness. Here was where I was a witness to how much diversity there is
among these precious parts, typically hidden from view, on different bodies.
Here was where I learned about menstruating, seeing and asking about the
blood on the towel beneath my mother, or the tampon string peeking out
from between the labia of one of my aunts.

With this as my background, I found myself railing against the lawyers for
the defense twisting my words, and also wishing that the Judge’s presump-
tion regarding women’s open nakedness with one another was not ridiculous,
but instead was true. If only it were the norm to be in non-self-conscious,
naked togetherness, even changing our menstrual pads, tampons or cups in
full view of one another! Indeed, this community-building aspect of men-
struation was something that a colleague and I found to be more salient and
even treasured among our more religious interviewees (Orthodox Jewish,
Muslim, and Hindu) than our non-religiously affiliated ones in a study about
attitudes toward menstruation (Dunnavant and Roberts 2013). Women who
practice religious rituals of separation or cleansing (for example, mikveh bath)
around their periods were ironically /ess shamed and secretive and more likely
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to feel that menstruation tied them to other women in a meaningful way than
non-religious women, whose internalization of menstrual taboos, shame, and
self-disgust so often isolate and alienate them from one another.

In writing this report, I was often put in mind of the “is-ought fallacy” (the
assumption that because things are a certain way, they should always be that
way, or that because something is not happening now it should never happen).
Even though it is the case that this way of treating incarcerated women is a
uniquely effective humiliation, given all that objectification and self-objectifica-
tion have wrought in terms of our relationship to the female body, of course I
do not think it ought to be so. Even though it ought to be possible for incarcer-
ated menstruators to find it in themselves to stand tall and proudly naked, with
their hands on their hips, staring deputies and guards in the eyes and bleed-
ing magnificently down their legs, I see that a lifetime of introjecting shame
and disgust toward their bodily, animal selves prevents them from this kind of
defiance.

I asserted in my report that research supports the conclusion that strip and
body cavity searches present unique privacy concerns for women that arise
from socio-cultural representations of their bodies which engender emotions
such as shame and disgust which are based not in fact, but in “magical think-
ing” about the creaturely process of menstruation. I argued that the expe-
rience of the forced violation of the fundamental right to privacy for these
inmates was likely one of the most traumatizing of their lives and therefore
was cruel and unusual. We won summary judgment regarding the conditions
under which the search is conducted. The court ruled that the group strip
searches were unconstitutional because privacy partitions always provided a
feasible alternative. Although the decision did not fully capture the barbaric
nature of the searches, the outcome was in some ways better than we antic-
ipated in that the Court embraced the plaintiffs’ most ambitious argument,
which was that intrusive searches without privacy partitions violate the con-
stitution (Amador v. Baca 2017, https://www.clearinghouse.net/detail.
php?id=14457).

CONCLUSION

Disgust and shame are dangerous social sentiments. We should be working
to contain these, rather than building our legal world on the vision of human
beings that these emotions contain . . . Society would do well to cast disgust
and shame into the garbage heap where it would like to cast so many of us.
(Nussbaum 2004, 171)

Today the strip and body cavity search procedure at the Los Angeles
County Jail itself remains legal and continues to be conducted, only not in
the bus port anymore, and for each woman, one by one behind a makeshift
“dressing room” constructed of shower curtains. So though we technically
won the case, and all bodies deserve privacy, the victory feels pyrrhic to me,
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because as I type this, I am quite certain that those privacy partitions are not
doing much to address the internalized shame and self-disgust about their
“monstrous,” bleeding bodies the inmates are surely feeling during their
procedure, and I imagine the deputies have already found creative ways to
degrade the inmates from the other side of them.

In breaking news, as I was making my final edits to this chapter, the Los
Angeles Times (Tchekmedyian 2019) reported that the parties have reached a
settlement in which Los Angeles County will pay $53 million. Most of this will
be paid as restitution to the thousands of women in the class who endured the
procedure, and some will pay consultants to evaluate the whole strip and cav-
ity search ordeal in light of the fact that such a high percentage of incarcerated
women have histories of physical and sexual abuse. However, no sooner did I
read this article than I received a phone call from another civil rights law firm
in Chicago asking me to join in an amicus brief to help rectify a decision in
the Seventh Circuit on prison/jail strip searches. The case in question was again
a mass strip search of 200 women who were forced to undergo visual body
cavity inspections in groups, naked, again with no accommodations for those
who were menstruating. However, here they were rounded up by correctional
officers in riot gear and wielding batons, and the ordeal was not done in the
name of security, but as a gratuitous training exercise for incoming correctional
officer cadets. As I typed my reply of “yes, count me in for this amicus brief” to
the lawyer, I glanced at the poster in my office to renew my strength. It reads:
“The work continues. Stay fierce.”

My involvement in this case opened my eyes, and I hope this chapter will
open others’ eyes, to the ways in which the shame and disgust about our ani-
mal nature that menstruation engenders gets deployed inequitably in the ser-
vice of a punishing debasement of disenfranchised women. This is a uniquely
misogynist form of punishment, meted out against bodies and minds that
have been colonized by objectification and self-objectification. We are far
from there yet, but I yearn for a day when menstruation might no longer
be the stigmatizing “mark” (Johnston-Robledo and Chrisler 2013) it is, both
reflecting and contributing to women’s lower social, political, and often even
moral status, and providing the grotesquely ideal platform for this way to
dehumanize those of us who landed on the wrong side of the law and who
live in bodies that menstruate.

NoOTE

1. This chapter uses statements made by women who had been detained in the
L.A. County Jail, which I obtained through my role as expert witness in the
Amador v. Baca case. The law firm which provided these inmate declarations,
Kaye, McLane, Bednarski & Litt, confirmed that the statements could also
be used for the purposes of this chapter. As the statements were completely
anonymized and I never personally interacted with any of the women quoted,
the Institutional Review Board at Colorado College deemed these materials as
meeting the criteria for secondary research exemption.
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CHAPTER 7

Navigating the Binary: A Visual Narrative
of Trans and Genderqueer Menstruation

S. E. Frank and Jac Dellaria

An understanding of trans and genderqueer perspectives on menstruation is
essential to contribute to a non-pathologizing discourse about trans and gen-
derqueer bodies and experiences.! Menstruation is embodied and intertwined
with social expectations, norms and stereotypes of femininity.

The research on which these comics are based blends online ethnog-
raphy and 19 interviews with trans and genderqueer emerging adults
(ages 18-29) who recounted their embodied experiences with menstrua-
tion. Interviewees lived across the United States with a heavy concentra-
tion in Wisconsin and Chicago. Online articles and blogs (n=16) were
analyzed along with public social media posts tagged #transmenstruation,
#bleedingwhiletrans (n=530). The data yield that menstruation manip-
ulates social interactions for trans and genderqueer people in four dom-
inant realms of social life: (1) gender/sex identity (2) public bathroom
attendance and navigation, (3) product marketing and messaging, and
(4) healthcare. Each of these arenas is permeated by the biologically and
socially constructed gender/sex binary, and as a result trans and gender-
queer menstruators confront preexisting constraints ranging from social
interactions to the built environment.

The first comic (Fig. 7.1) illustrates how menstruation can impact gen-
der identity for trans and genderqueer people. Given the interactional
development of the self and the body as a socio-historical politic, trans and
genderqueer people who menstruate must contest their identity with the the
persistance of the socially constructed female body in interactions with indi-
viduals and institutions. Trans and genderqueer people who menstruate face
such discourse from family, friends, advertisers, product manufacturers and
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signage throughout public spaces, which often serve as constant reminders of
the contested self.

The second comic (Figs. 7.2 and 7.3) reveals bathrooms as sites of con-
tested gender/sex identity in the context of menstruation. The rules and
symbols that govern bathrooms as gender/sex policed spaces rouse fears and
anxieties for many trans and genderqueer people. Menstrual products are
gendered/sexed as products for women/females and so products are rarely
made available in men’s restrooms. Structurally, the stalls in men’s rooms
rarely have disposal receptacles, which signaled to participants that their bod-
ies are unwelcome in men’s spaces. In addition, the audible sound of opening
a pad or tampon posits a risk that a trans/genderqueer person might reveal
their status as someone who menstruates and thus does not adhere to the
binary of gender and sex alignment. Trans and genderqueer persons employ
coping strategies for avoiding this noise, such as opening a menstrual product
before entering the bathroom, waiting to change a menstrual product until
bathrooms are empty or seeking out a gender-neutral bathroom—strategies
that burden menstruators with heightened awareness, vigilance, and anxiety.

The third comic (Fig. 7.4) shifts the focus to the feminization of menstrual
products. Packaging, designs, commercials, and “feminine product” aisles in
stores serve as regular reminders to trans and genderqueer people that a bio-
logical aspect of their bodies is deeply tied to social norms and expectations of
femininity and womanhood.

The fourth comic (Fig. 7.5) illustrates generally negative interactions
with healthcare providers. Even when doctors and healthcare staft” attempt
to include trans and genderqueer identities and bodies in their practices,
efforts are often uncoordinated. Many trans and genderqueer persons expe-
rience misgendering by one or more of the medical staff or administration.
Moreover, doctors and nurses ask about menstruation when it was irrelevant
to the visit, which can be triggering for some people. Other people have been
on testosterone for years making menstruation impossible.

Taken together, the research and comics illustrate the gendered sym-
bolic interactions trans and genderqueer people must navigate in their daily
lives. These micro social symbols of gender/sex distinction are symptoms of
a larger gender regime in which gender/sex are interpreted, regulated, and
policed.

NoOTE

1. “Navigating the Binary: A Visual Narrative of Trans and Genderqueer
Menstruation” S.E. Frank and Jac Dellaria was published in an extended form
as Frank S. E. (2020) “Queering Menstruation: Trans and Non-Binary Identity
and Body Politics.” Sociological Inquiry 90 (2). Reprinted with permission. [OA
CC-BY 4.0].
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CHAPTER 8

The Human Rights of Women and Girls
with Disabilities: Sterilization and Other
Coercive Responses to Menstruation

Linda Steele and Beth Goldblatt

INTRODUCTION

Critical menstruation studies scholarship illuminates the politicized nature of
menstruation and explores practices of feminist political activism surround-
ing menstruation (see, for example, Bobel 2010; Winkler and Roaf 2014).
Building on the emerging discussions of disability and menstruation in that
scholarship (see, for example, Przybylo and Fahs 2018; Winkler and Roaf
2014), in this chapter we introduce some domestic legal and international
human rights dimensions of menstruation for women and girls with disabil-
ities.! In particular, we focus on the use of non-consensual sterilization as a
coercive response to menstruation. Menstruation is a key site for discrimina-
tion and violence against women and girls with disabilities, and on this basis
has been the subject of longstanding activism by women with disabilities
and their representative organizations (see, for example, Dowse et al. 2013;
Ortoleva and Lewis 2012). We argue that it is time for critical menstruation
studies scholarship to engage with the legal dimensions of menstruation in
relation to women and girls with disabilities, and consider how mainstream
menstruation activism can address the experiences and needs of women and
girls with disabilities. This argument will be made on two bases. The first is
that menstruation by women and girls with disabilities and menstrual behav-
ior purportedly displayed by women and girls with disabilities (for exam-
ple, poor hygiene management, erratic and emotional behavior, distress
at blood) have been the basis for coercive interventions by parents, carers,
medical professionals, and the courts, particularly through sterilization. The
second is that while international human rights law provides a compelling
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basis for preventing violence and discrimination related to menstruation, at
the domestic level many governments have continued to support measures
that enable sterilization and other coercive interventions targeting the men-
struation of women and girls with disabilities. Such measures ignore human
rights and at times even rationalize these interventions on human rights
grounds.

We make our argument by reference to a case study of non-consensual
sterilization of women and girls with disabilities in Australia as the most
extreme form of coercive intervention, which is at the epicenter of contem-
porary political debates around reproductive justice for women and girls with
disabilities. For example, Women with Disabilities Australia state:

Forced and coerced sterilisation of women and girls with disability is a prac-
tice that violates multiple human rights treaties and instruments. It is an act
of violence, a form of social control, and a clear and documented violation of
the right to be free from torture and ill-treatment. Perpetrators are seldom
held accountable and women and girls with disability who have experienced
this egregious form of violence are rarely able to obtain any form of redress
or justice. (2016, 10)

While this chapter uses a case study of sterilization, at the outset we note that
it is important not to lose sight, in a critical and political sense, of ‘less restric-
tive” alternatives to sterilization, particularly menstrual suppressant drugs. The
‘temporary’ and ‘non-invasive’ nature of menstrual suppressant drugs might
render them subject to less legal and political scrutiny because they are not
viewed as impacting as significantly on bodily integrity and autonomy because
they do not involve the surgical cutting of the body, even though they are still
non-consensual, involve entry of substances into the body and are similarly
underpinned by problematic assumptions about disability, gender, and men-
struation (see, for example, McCarthy quoted in Tilley et al. 2012, 422).

We have selected Australia for two reasons. In Australia, non-consensual
sterilization of women and girls with disabilities is legal, which is common in
many other jurisdictions including New Zealand, Germany, the United States
of America, and France (Ortoleva and Lewis 2012, 43—44; Tilley et al. 2012,
415-18). Moreover, the practice and legal status of sterilization of women
and girls in Australia have been the subject both of a long-standing campaign
by women with disabilities and their representative organizations, and gov-
ernment scrutiny via a series of judicial decisions and parliamentary and law
reform inquiries.

The chapter begins with an introduction to a critical framing of disability
and menstruation. The chapter then shifts into an introduction to discrimi-
nation against women and girls with disabilities and its relationship to men-
struation. The third section then discusses the use of sterilization of women
and girls with disabilities to manage menstruation. Next, we explain the inter-
national human rights approach to disability, menstruation, and sterilization.
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Lastly, we offer Australia as a case study of the challenges at a domestic level
of engaging human rights to address issues surrounding menstruation and
sterilization.

DISABILITY AND MENSTRUATION

Scholars engaged in critical menstruation studies have explored the place of
menstruation in women’s abjection and marginalization. This is exacerbated
for women (including those with disabilities) who are positioned outside of
normative constructs of the white, able, middle-class woman (see, for example,
Bobel 2010, 28—41; Przybylo and Fahs 2018; Winkler and Roaf 2014, 3-7).
An appreciation of these dynamics specifically in relation to women and girls
with disabilities can be usefully developed by drawing on critical disability
studies scholarship on normalcy.

Some critical disability studies scholars have argued that legal, social wel-
fare, educational, and health service responses to disability can be understood
through the lens of a medical model of disability. Pursuant to this medical
model, disability is positioned as an individual, biomedical deficit which indi-
vidualizes and pathologizes the disabled body as the natural target of medi-
cal and care interventions. Critical disability studies scholarship contests the
medical model and some scholarship proposes that disability should instead
be approached as constructed by reference to norms of ability. These norms
reflect what is socially, culturally, politically, and economically valued within
society, and intersect with norms pertaining to other social hierarchies such as
gender, race, and class (Goodley 2014; Michalko and Titchkosky 2009). The
medical model is premised on the assumed necessity of therapeutic interven-
tion such that a disabled person’s wishes are irrelevant and overridden if ther-
apeutic intervention is considered medically beneficial. Yet, according to some
critical disability studies scholarship, non-consensual medical and care inter-
ventions ostensibly for the benefit of people with disabilities can be reread as
acts of violence directed toward enforcing normative orders and underlying
hierarchies (Kafer 2013). For example, in the context of sterilization Tilley
et al. state that “after the so-called discrediting of eugenic views associated
with Nazism and the holocaust, [sterilization] was reframed on social or ther-
apeutic grounds” (Tilley et al. 2012, 415).

In a context where women are constructed as deficient vis-a-vis men, fem-
inist disability scholars have argued that women and girls with disabilities
are positioned against norms of the able woman thus giving rise to greater
degrees and different forms of discrimination, violence, and marginalization
(Steele and Dowse 2016). Women and girls with disabilities are viewed as
mentally and physically incapable of meeting gendered norms to conceal their
menstruation (see Wood [Chapter 25] in this volume) and to control their
sexuality and manage their fertility. Moreover, in being unable to meet gen-
dered norms of motherhood and sexuality, women and girls with disabilities
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are viewed as burdens on those who provide care to them, with menstrua-
tion being seen as an additional and superfluous demand on labor and time
for carers because women and girls with disabilities are viewed as not need-
ing menstruation for reproductive reasons (Steele 2014, 23-30). As such,
there are assumptions operating on at least three levels: (a) that women and
girls with disabilities should conceal and control their menstruation, (b) that
women and girls with disabilities are incapable of doing so, and (¢) that it is
inefficient and unnecessary for others to support women and girls with disa-
bilities to menstruate. Having set out a critical framing for examining men-
struation of women and girls with disabilities, we now overlay a legal framing
by turning to situate menstruation and disability in the broader context of
discrimination and violence against women and girls with disabilities.

MENSTRUATION AND DISCRIMINATION AGAINST WOMEN AND GIRLS
WITH DISABILITIES

Discrimination may occur directly where, for example, a school refuses
to admit a girl with disabilities who cannot manage menstruation unaided.
Indirect discrimination could occur where a school does not refuse entry
but fails to provide the facilities or supports for girls with disabilities. Here,
although there is no policy overtly targeted at excluding menstruating girls
with disabilities, the effect is to discriminate against this group. The concept
of reasonable accommodation has been developed in discrimination law to
require that adjustments are made to ensure the participation of the person
who would otherwise be excluded. Disability often deepens individual and
household poverty which means that lack of access to resources and facili-
ties including water and sanitary protection can exacerbate discrimination
against women and girls with disabilities (House, Mahon, and Cavill 2012,
158). In regions without housechold water supply, girls with disabilities may
face more difficulties in accessing water sources or carrying heavy containers
of water (House, Mahon, and Cavill 2012, 154). This means that they expe-
rience unequal access to water and sanitation such that they cannot access
the personal care that is available to women without disabilities, and hence
is a further dimension of the discrimination they experience in relation to
menstruation.

Discrimination can be based on and perpetuate stigma and stereotyping.
Stigma might result from the decision of a youth group to prevent girls with
disabilities from attending excursions while menstruating. The exclusion of
menstruating girls with disabilities might not be associated with any par-
ticular physical risk presented by the girls, but rather because the visibility
of their menstrual blood or their perceived erratic behavior invokes in oth-
ers feelings of disgust and fear (Steele 2016, 1031). As such, through their
exclusion, menstruating girls with disabilities become abjected and dehuman-
ized. Stereotyping would occur, for instance, when a health service provided
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menstrual pain management information to the carer of a woman with dis-
abilities instead of to the woman herself. The service’s assumption that the
woman would be unable to understand or apply the information is based on
stereotypes about people with disabilities lacking capacity or agency which
leads to a devaluing of women’s rights to dignity, bodily integrity, and repro-
ductive and healthcare choice (Cusack and Cook 2009, 49-55).

Research on women with intellectual disabilities has found that this
group experiences difficulties and discrimination in relation to menstrua-
tion in a variety of ways (Rodgers 2001; Tilley et al. 2012; Hamilton 2012,
Stefansdéttir 2014). Women may not be given adequate information about
menstruation or menstrual management because it is assumed they are inca-
pable of understanding this information. In one study (Rodgers 2001),
women with disabilities avoided discussing menstruation with men due to
embarrassment and fear that by providing evidence of female bodily functions
they might expose themselves to abuse (529-30). They also avoided request-
ing pain medication from carers, particularly men, and were denied control
to self-medicate for menstrual pain (526-27). Embarrassment and fear due
to internalized stigma were encountered when women felt they had created
a ‘mess’ or failed to meet perceived menstrual ‘etiquette’ (530). Their experi-
ences of menstruation were generally negative and disempowering since their
bodies were so often subject to control by carers and medical personnel. This
assertion of control may result from the discomfort of society with seeing
women with disabilities as sexual and as fertile (535).

These forms of discrimination against women and girls with disabilities
that arise in relation to menstruation are usually ‘intersectional’ (Crenshaw
1989). This means that discrimination is not just based on sex/gender or
disability alone but emerges from the coming together of both forms of dis-
crimination to create a new type of unequal treatment (Sifris 2016, 55-56).
In some cases, the discrimination described above arises from the intersection
of one or both of these grounds and a third ground, a woman’s menstrual
status. The term ‘menstrual-status discrimination’ has been used by the UN
Committee on the Rights of the Child (2016, para. 59¢). A person may expe-
rience a specific form of discrimination as a menstruating woman with disa-
bilities that a non-menstruating woman with disabilities might not and that a
menstruating woman who does not have disabilities would not.

STERILIZATION, DISABILITY, AND MENSTRUATION

Sterilization is one particularly extreme and severe manifestation of men-
strual discrimination against women and girls with disabilities. The effects of
sterilization on reproduction and menstruation are permanent. Sterilization
procedures which have permanent effects on reproduction and menstruation
include hysterectomy, tubal ligation, and endometrial ablation (Australian
Senate Community Affairs References Committee 2013, 6). The relationship
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between disability, sterilization, and menstruation is twofold. First, steriliza-
tion might be used specifically to prevent menstruation of women and girls
with disabilities because of perceived issues with menstruation itself, includ-
ing its impact on quality of life (for example, ability to participate in edu-
cation and social events, receive good quality care), behavior (for example,
distress and inability to cope with menstruation and ‘poor hygiene practices’)
and existing health conditions (for example, hormonal impacts on epilepsy).
Second, sterilization might be used to prevent reproduction and this inad-
vertently requires preventing menstruation as a key factor in reproductive
capacity. Typically, sterilization is rationalized as therapeutic and beneficial, in
part because women and girls with disabilities are socially constructed as una-
ble to manage their own menstruation and their menstruation is constructed
as redundant and /or posing a threat to themselves or others (Steele 2008).

While there is no comprehensive international survey of laws on steriliza-
tion of women and girls with disabilities, in their report on violence against
women with disabilities Ortoleva and Lewis cite numerous examples of the
legality of sterilization across a number of different countries (43—44; see also
Rowlands and Amy 2017). In a variety of countries, non-consensual sterili-
zation of women and girls with disabilities is legal where it is perceived to
be in an individual’s ‘best interests’ and occurs following decisions made by
a substituted decision-maker (such as a guardian, parent, or court) pursuant
to appropriate legal procedure (Ortoleva and Lewis 2012, 41-44). While
some countries have more stringent legal tests and judicial safeguards that
limit the bases on which sterilization can be authorized (for example, Canada
and Germany), even in these jurisdictions laws fall short of complete prohibi-
tion of sterilization (Dimopoulos 2016, 163-71; Rowlands and Amy 2017).
Moreover, the consistent comments by various United Nations human rights
bodies concerning the ongoing human rights violations through sterilization
suggest these practices are systemic and widespread and there is yet to be a
groundswell of countries absolutely prohibiting sterilization.

The legality of sterilization is concerning because sterilization contravenes
fundamental rights related to autonomy, personal integrity, and bodily invio-
lability. In law, each individual chooses what contact is made with their body.
It is a criminal offense and a civil legal wrong if an individual touches anoth-
er’s body without their consent (commonly referred to as assaunit or battery).
This is on the basis that individuals are assumed mentally capable to make
decisions about their bodies. In contrast, the law denies this decision-making
autonomy to individuals who are considered to lack mental capacity, for
example, women and girls with disabilities. Instead, decisions about these
women’s and girls’ bodies made by others such as judges, parents, and guard-
ians are legally relevant in relation to the lawfulness of contact with their bod-
ies. In the context of sterilization, women without disabilities might consent
to undertake sterilization perhaps to prevent conceiving children or to mit-
igate risks of some kinds of cancers. In making these decisions about their
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own bodies, their sterilization will not constitute unlawful contact. In con-
trast, it is irrelevant whether women and girls with disabilities want to be ster-
ilized (or even know they are to be sterilized) because third parties such as
judges, parents, and guardians possess the legal authority to consent to ster-
ilization (Steele 2014). Sterilization in these circumstances is not unlawful
and hence is not considered an ‘injustice’ deserving of redress. The lawfulness
of sterilization is of particular concern since in addition to infringement of
principles of personal integrity, bodily inviolability, and autonomy, there are
multiple harms associated with sterilization including risks and potential side
effects associated with surgical procedures, increased risk of some cancers, and
ongoing grief and trauma (Australian Senate Community Affairs References
Committee 2013, 8; Tilley etal. 2012, 420; Women with Disabilities
Australia 2017, 8-9). In addition, sterilization is a totally disproportionate
response to menstrual suppression, which in itself should be the choice of the
woman herself.

PosiTioN UNDER INTERNATIONAL HuMAN RiGgHTS Law

International human rights law provides some basis for asserting rights in
relation to menstruation for women and girls with disabilities, including pre-
venting sterilization. The rights of women and of people with disabilities are
protected under international human rights law through the International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the International
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR) and in spe-
cific conventions protecting the rights of women (the Convention on the
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, CEDAW)
and the rights of people with disabilities (the Convention on the Rights of
Persons with Disabilities, CRPD). This section will consider how interna-
tional human rights law and its interpretation by treaty committees and spe-
cial mandates holders apply to women and girls with disabilities in relation to
menstruation.

Women with disabilities may experience violations that implicate their
rights to bodily integrity and their rights to health. Non-consensual steriliza-
tion or administering menstrual suppressant drugs would result in a violation
of ICCPR Article 7 that states “[n]o one shall be subjected to torture or to
cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment.” Forced sterilization
of women with disabilities is considered to be cruel and degrading treatment
and even torture (UN Special Rapporteur 2017, para. 30). The rights to
non-discrimination, dignity, privacy, and the rights of children in the ICCPR
would also be affected. At the same time, Article 12 of the ICESCR guaran-
tees “the right of everyone to the enjoyment of the highest attainable stand-
ard of physical and mental health.” Forced sterilization, as with any surgical
procedure, involves dangers to a person’s health and violates their right to
consent to medical treatment.
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The Special Rapporteur on violence against women, its causes, and con-
sequences has noted that women with disabilities face an “intersecting con-
fluence of violence which reflects both gender-based and disability-based
violence” (2011, para. 28) and their marginalization has made them the “tar-
get of forced sterilization and other coercive birth control measures” (2011,
para. 72). The UN CRPD Committee in its General Comment 3 (2016,
para. 29) has noted the increased risk faced by women with disabilities to
violence compared to other women. It categorizes such violence as inter-
personal or institutional as well as structural that is: based on discrimination
directed at a particular group. It gives an example of such violence as “the
refusal by caregivers to assist with daily activities such as bathing, menstrual
and/or sanitation management . . . which hinders enjoyment of the right to
live independently and to freedom from degrading treatment” (para. 31).
The Committee on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against
Women understands gender-based violence against women as a form of dis-
crimination (2017) and sees forced sterilization as a form of gender-based
violence (para. 18).

The Special Rapporteur on torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading
treatment or punishment has noted that torture can be implied in situations
where a person has been discriminated against on the basis of a disability, par-
ticularly in the context of a medical procedure (2008, para. 49), including
sterilization of women and girls with disabilities (para. 60). The UN CRPD
Committee considers forced sterilization to be “cruel, inhuman or degrading
treatment or punishment” (2016, para. 32). Different treaty committees have
raised concerns with the practice of forced sterilization that is unauthorized
and non-therapeutic, for example the Committee on the Rights of Persons
with Disabilities in relation to Jordan (CRPD Jordan 2017, paras. 35-30).
Many countries have been the subject of recommendations to remove ster-
ilization laws and end sterilization practices targeting women and girls with
disabilities, particularly in recent years by the Committee responsible for
CEDAW and the UN CRPD Committee including Japan, Kenya, the Czech
Republic, Mauritius, Spain, Mexico, and many others (Special Rapporteur
2017, para. 30, footnote 36). The UN CRPD Committee has noted that
even in countries where (non-therapeutic) forced sterilization is illegal such
as Canada, “people with intellectual and /or psychosocial disabilities still expe-

rience involuntary sterilization through the manipulation of their consent”
(CRPD Canada 2017, para. 35).

AUSTRALIA: A CASE STUDY IN MENSTRUATION, STERILIZATION,
AND HUMAN RIGHTS
The recent political history of sterilization in Australia illuminates the chal-

lenges of engaging human rights in a domestic context in relation to men-
struation and disability. Australian women and girls with disabilities and



8 THE HUMAN RIGHTS OF WOMEN AND GIRLS WITH DISABILITIES ... 85

their representative organizations have for decades criticized sterilization as
a state-sanctioned mode of discrimination, violence, and torture (Frohmader
2013). They have lobbied for its prohibition alongside redress for survivors
and greater resources, information and services relating to menstruation,
reproduction, and sexuality. In doing so, they have drawn on many of the
dimensions of international human rights law discussed above. However,
despite these efforts, sterilization of women and girls with disabilities remains
lawful in Australia and recent government inquiries have demonstrated little
political will to reform.

Sterilization of girls with disabilities is regulated by the Family Court of
Australia (FCA). The FCA, operating in its ‘welfare jurisdiction,’ can author-
ize parental consent to sterilization of children with intellectual disabilities
where the child lacks mental capacity to make decisions, the sterilization is
in the ‘best interests’ of the child and there are no less invasive alternatives
(for example, use of menstrual suppressant drugs) that are viable for that
individual (for example, because of resistance to taking oral contraceptive)
(Secretary, Department of Henlth and Community Services v JWB (‘Marion’s
Case’) (1992) 175 CLR 218). During the 1980s and 1990s, there were a
number of FCA decisions and Australian High Court decisions concerning
sterilization of girls with disabilities. These decisions illustrate the problematic
associations between disability, gender, and menstruation discussed above.
They portray girls as risky and dangerous by reason of their leaky bodies and
irrational behavior attributed to their menstruation (Steele 2008, 2016). The
girls are portrayed as being unable to comprehend menstruation as part of
their bodies’ processes. For example, in one decision the judge stated: “[dur-
ing menstruation] L threw herself on the floor and scratched herself on the
legs and face, . . . she would lash out if someone tried to assist her so they
might be injured and she would claw her own body with her fingers until
she drew blood” (Re BW (unreported, FamCA, Chisholm J, 10 April 1995)
at 10). In this context, sterilization is viewed by judges as being in the girls’
best interests because it will protect them from their erratic and risky behav-
ior associated with menstruation and protect them from pregnancy and
childbirth, including pregnancy arising from sexual abuse. Judges have also
expressed need to use sterilization to avoid the “frightening and unneces-
sary experience” of being in public with visible bleeding (Re Jane (1988) 12
Fam LR 662 at 681). The judges also approach sterilization as being in the
best interests of the child because it will protect parents and carers from the
burden of care imposed by their superfluous menstruation and related behav-
ior, and the burden of caring for any child born (Steele 2008). For example,
Warnick J described sterilization of Katie as “lessen[ing] the physical burdens
for the mother, in particular by decreasing the number of changes necessary
in toileting” (Re Katie (unreported, FamCA, Warnick J, 30 November 1995)
at 15). Morcover, in some decisions, the Family Court rejected alternatives
to menstrual management on the basis that they would not be successful. For
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example, in one decision Cook J dismissed a menstrual management edu-
cation program because he considered it “difficult to avoid the feeling, that
here, perhaps too much reliance is being placed on the success of what are
possibly imperfect programs, imperfectly administered and monitored upon,
sadly, an imperfect subject” (Re a Teenager (1988) 13 Fam LR 85 at 94).
These decisions reflect an institutionalizing of the stereotypes and stigmas
associated with disability and menstruation that were introduced above, thus
further embedding these as socially, and legally, acceptable and hence more
difficult to contest.

In 2013, the Australian Government reported on a Senate Inquiry
into sterilization of women and girls with disabilities (Australian Senate
Community Affairs References Committee 2013). Menstruation figured
prominently in the report, with the Committee noting at the outset that
menstrual management is a common reason for sterilization (15). In its
report the Committee observed that sterilization was being used to manage
a broader array of care issues by reason of “lack of appropriate and adequate
support for both people with disabilities and their carers” (31).

Reflecting observations made above about the stereotypes that inform a
lack of information about menstruation, sexuality, and reproduction, the
Committee also noted difficulty in discussing sexual and reproductive health
with women and girls with disabilities to explain to them what was occur-
ring during menstruation and how to manage menstrual hygiene (16). The
Committee concluded that “there is a shocking lack of resources available for
people with a disability” to assist them with “choices about relationships and
sexuality” and “menstrual management” (48). It made a number of recom-
mendations relating to access to education, training and information around
sexuality and relationships for people with disabilities and families, medical
and disability workers (ix), and about disability support planning addressing
support for menstruation as well as ‘support for relationships and sex edu-
cation’ (ix). Certainly, this is an improvement of the current position insofar
as there is explicit recognition of educating women and girls with disabilities
and their associates on menstruation. Yet, the report ultimately fell short of
recommending that sterilization should not be permitted.

As part of its inquiry, the Committee was specifically tasked with consider-
ing Australia’s compliance with its international obligations. Ultimately, the
Committee was of the view that Australia’s international human rights obli-
gations did not require the prohibition of sterilization and sterilization could
continue but recommended reforming the legal test from ‘best interests’ to
‘best protection of rights.” This proposed test focuses on particular human
rights, for example, to health and inclusion, and excludes the fundamen-
tal right of non-discrimination and equality. As such, it would be open for
interpretations that are based on discriminatory ideas about disability (Steele
2016, 1004, 1036). It is troubling that sterilization has been affirmed as an
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appropriate intervention even in the face of the explicit attention to human
rights of women and girls with disabilities in the CRPD.

In its review of Australia, in 2013, the UN CRPD Committee stated it
was “deeply concerned that the Senate inquiry report . . . puts forward rec-
ommendations that would allow this practice to continue” (Committee on
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 2013, 5 [39]). The Committee urged
Australia to adopt laws prohibiting sterilization “in the absence of their prior,
fully informed and free consent” (6 [40]).

The resilience of discriminatory approaches to menstruating women and
girls with disabilities, despite tireless efforts by advocates over many years,
points to the persistence of stereotypes, power inequities, and limited recog-
nition of the voices of women and girls with disabilities. Continued strug-
gle is required, and critical menstruation scholars and activists could be useful
allies.

CONCLUSIONS

This chapter has introduced some of the political and legal dynamics around
menstruation facing women and girls with disabilities. We have argued that
for women and girls with disabilities menstruation cannot be understood as
an individual medical issue. Instead, menstruation needs to be understood in
broader social and political contexts with consideration to the cultural and
material dynamics that position women and girls with disabilities as not enti-
tled to menstruate and, in turn, render menstruation a basis for discrimina-
tion and violence against women and girls with disabilities. The Australian
case study has highlighted the endurance of cultural ideas about disability
and menstruation in law, and the material impacts this has on women and
girls with disabilities through violent, discriminatory and harmful practices
of sterilization, as well as the resilience of these cultural ideas in the face of
progressive human rights. Human rights violations relating to disability and
menstruation track onto a broader longstanding problem of governments
regularly violating human rights of people with disabilities and other mar-
ginalized groups. This arises from the limited enforceability of international
human rights law in that governments, in exercising their state sovereignty,
choose whether and how to meet their treaty obligations. Despite this prob-
lem, the capacity for international human rights law to frame sterilization as
an issue of violence and discrimination and to foreground the equality and
personal integrity of women and girls with disabilities provides a powerful
ethical and moral force for challenging social assumptions about the inev-
itability of inequality of women and girls with disabilities (including in the
context of menstruation) and the presumed therapeutic necessity of sterili-
zation. In this way, international human rights law can be a vehicle for gar-
nering widespread public support for domestic law reform on issues relating
to menstruation and sterilization. Domestic law reform measures should
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be transformative in ensuring that structural change results for women and
girls with disabilities (Fredman and Goldblatt 2014), addressing the systemic
social, economic, and cultural issues that sustain the legitimacy and necessity
of menstrual discrimination and violence.

Our chapter provides openings for critical menstruation scholars and activ-
ists to engage with ways in which domestic law and international human
rights law might recognize menstrual injustice and menstrual harms and how
these might be adequately redressed to ensure individual and transforma-
tive justice. Recalling that women and girls with disabilities are culturally
and legally positioned as not meeting normative female gender roles, future
engagement by critical menstruation studies scholars and menstrual activists
should also consider how the situation of women and girls with disabilities
relates to broader political issues around menstrual discrimination such as
tampon taxes (see Weiss-Wolf [Chapter 41] in this volume) and menstrual
leave (see Levitt and Barnack-Tavlaris [Chapter 43] in this volume) which
are not necessarily of prime importance to women and girls with disabilities
who are instead confronted with the possibility of removal of their very ability
to menstruate per se. Therefore, such campaigns should not assume that all
women are affected in the same way and should also address the diverse needs
of women as well as trans men, intersex people, and others that experience
discrimination in relation to menstruation (Goldblatt and Steele 2019).

NoOTE

1. Przybylo and Fahs note that menstruation is ‘complex: it is both highly gen-
dered and not attached as a material reality to only one gender’ (Przybylo and
Fahs 2018, 209). We recognize that people who menstruate and are trans,
intersex or gender non-conforming experience particular forms of discrimi-
nation and that addressing the full scope of menstruation discrimination goes
beyond discrimination against women. In this article, however, we focus only
on the legal dimensions relating to cisgender women and girls with disabilities.
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CHAPTER 9

Personal Narrative: Let Girls Be Girls—My
Journey into Forced Womanhood

Musu Bakoto Sawo

For most women, a wedding day is something to look forward to, a day to
plan in excitement. It is a day to make great memories to reminisce about for
many years. It is an event that many girls think about and start planning from
a very carly age.

However, for millions of young girls around the world, including in many
African countries such as my own, The Gambia, marriage is far from being
a choice. It abruptly interrupts or prematurely ends their childhood, forc-
ing them into vicious cycles that are all too often impossible to break. Child
brides are forced to abandon school and focus on building families with their
husbands, who are usually complete strangers to them.

There are a few exceptions to this rule, and I was one of them. My story is
an exception to a norm that would have changed my destiny. Unlike so many
other child brides, I never abandoned my education after getting married at
14. As a survivor of child marriage, I vowed to fight against that practice, as
well as other forms of violence against women—all driven by absurd preju-
dices that circumscribe women to limited fields of action in our patriarchal
society.

Prior to reaching menarche, I remember having conversations about
it with older girls. I was so curious to know what it entailed and how it
felt. Although the explanations were blurry, with faint description of what
menstruation actually was, I wasn’t surprised the night mine finally happened.
That night, I had a conversation with two older girls in my neighborhood.
The idea that one could get pregnant once we reached menarche scared me.

Although I understood that menstruation was normal, I hid it from my
mother for two years! Had my cousin not seen a blood stain on my shorts
one evening, my mother might still not have known. Perhaps I hid it because
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sex and sexuality aren’t common topics Gambian mothers or parents openly
discussed with their children, especially girls. But I was also terrified to let
my mother know because I didn’t want the responsibilities that come with it.
Once a girl reaches menarche, in many communities, especially mine, she is
considered fit for marriage. In my case, a suitor, a potential husband, would
be all it would take to make me bury my dreams of getting an education and
being a successful leader.

In contemporary Gambian society, mothers and aunts begin preparing
their daughters and nieces for marriage as soon as they reach menarche. They
hold regular sessions during which girls are taught their roles and responsibil-
ities as wives. Since our society is patriarchal, women must become obedient
partners who live in the shadows of their husbands. As most Gambian girls,
I was given numerous sermons on how to be a good wife by pleasing my hus-
band and his family. At some point, I couldn’t help but wonder if all a wife
was supposed to do is give and never receive anything in return.

In some communities, it is unacceptable for parents to consider marry-
ing their daughters off before they reach puberty. Getting married before
reaching menarche would translate to putting the cart before the horse.
Menstruation in Gambian society symbolizes maturity, womanhood, and
the capacity to conceive; it basically translates to the readiness of a girl to
engage in sexual activities. It is also widely believed that the female body
grows to a child-bearing stage at this time. Hence, it sends a signal that
once a girl begins to have her period, she should be married off for fear of
bringing shame to the family by getting pregnant out of wedlock. This per-
ception, I believe, is the driving force behind child marriages. Nonetheless,
there are other factors that fuel child marriage, such as poverty and the high
dependency rate of women on men.

In my case, as I feared, the much-anticipated suitor came along, met
my parents, and asked for my hand in marriage without consulting me, his
bride-to-be. My parents, too, without consulting me (which was considered
quite normal in the Gambian society at the time), decided to marry me off,
even though I was just 14. I would have been another dropout, except I
was so desperate that I threatened to take my own life if I was pulled out of
school for marriage. Fortunately, I was allowed to continue my formal educa-
tion, although under very difficult circumstances. 1 was required to perform
my matrimonial duties while going to school. This meant that I had to cook,
clean, do laundry and other domestic chores for my husband’s family before
going to school. This would normally have had a negative impact on my aca-
demic performance but I was determined to beat the odds. No child should
be forced to bear such burden.

My story of becoming a child bride is not unique. There are hundreds of
women in The Gambia who have been subjected to marriage immediately
after they reach menarche. Some parents accept bride prices from suitors as
early as when the brides-to-be are toddlers. In some cases, the suitors take
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care of all the financial and material needs of the girls from their childhood
until they reach menarche, when they eventually get married off. Usually,
some form of guarantee is provided to the suitor’s family to ensure that their
‘investments’ do not go to waste. In July 2016, a presidential pronounce-
ment, followed by the enactment of an Act of parliament, child marriage was
banned in The Gambia. Despite the enactment of this law, child marriage
remains prevalent in The Gambia. There are no proper mechanisms in place
to monitor progress. And many parents feel that abject poverty, coupled with
the high dependence of women on men in Gambian households, leave them
no other choice.

Children’s and women’s rights activists, myself included, started the jour-
ney of campaigning to end child marriage many years ago. We have been
creating awareness through the work we do with our various organizations
on the health risks associated with getting married at such young ages. As a
survivor, I am able to share my experiences with parents and potential child
brides. I have traveled across The Gambia and have used my voice to speak
against child marriage.

I now run Think Young Women, an organization that offers a girls’ men-
torship program where we train girls between the ages of 12 and 15 on sexual
and reproductive health and rights. We also teach them about their bodies,
especially about issues such as menstruation and the use of sanitary pads. This
program enables these girls to become empowered and protect themselves
from being at risk of child marriage. It teaches them life, communication, and
advocacy skills with the objective of training them to be assertive so that they
can protect themselves and other girls in their communities and schools from
harmful traditional practices such as female genital mutilation (FGM) and
child marriage. We also build their knowledge on where to report should they
or girls in their communities be exposed to such risks.

Although some communities still hold the belief that once a girl reaches
menarche she must be married off to avoid attracting unnecessary shame to
the family, my organization and I are raising awareness and building capac-
ities of these communities to understand the severe consequences of child
marriage and other harmful traditional practices for girls. I continue to hold
government accountable and push for policies that serve the interest of girls.
This includes lobbying with government to put in place mechanisms that will
ensure the effective implementation and enforcement of the law to ban child
marriage. Most importantly, we advocate for establishing monitoring bodies
that will investigate and prosecute perpetrators of child marriages. To achieve
this, I also conduct trainings and capacity-building workshops for relevant
government officials as well as raise awareness about the legal rights of girls,
particularly their right to be protected from forced marriages, under domestic
international and regional human rights treaties.

Understanding that poverty is one of the triggers of child marriage, my
organization and I, as well as other relevant stakeholders, have been lobbying
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the Gambian government to create immediate and long-term economic
opportunities for poor families. This, I believe, will prevent them from giving
away their girls for marriage in exchange for economic gains. It would also
increase employment opportunities for girls through microfinance schemes
and livelihood skills, which will serve as alternatives to child marriage, espe-
cially for girls who are unable to continue their education. This also reduces
girls’ and women’s dependence on men.

Bearing in mind that education plays a key role in curbing child marriages,
my work also focuses on promoting the education of girls, building their
leadership skills, and lobbying for increased investments in education. When
education is accessible to and affordable for girls, it increases their chances
of staying in school. Educating and engaging traditional and religious leaders
through dialogue and lobbying them to discourage the practice of child mar-
riage has also been an important part of my work. For a country, whose peo-
ple draw inspiration and guidance from their religious and traditional leaders,
this is essential.

In spite of the ongoing challenges registered by activists like me, we are
making a lot of progress. With more concerted efforts, an increase in youth
voices, commitment, and action, there is hope for a future where all girls
are protected from the harms of child marriage and are able to fulfill their
potentials and realize their dreams. I have a vision: to see a Gambia where
women and girls have equal opportunities to dream and realize those dreams.
I am on a mission to create safe spaces for women and girls and to empower,
uplift, and protect them from child marriages. With support from my team
and other stakeholders, I am going to change the social norm on child
marriage and other harmful traditional practices in The Gambia and beyond.
Nothing—not resource constraints, not backlash from communities or even
my family—will deter me from achieving this.
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CHAPTER 10

“I Treat My Daughters Not Like My Mother

Treated Me”: Migrant and Refugee Women’s

Constructions and Experiences of Menarche
and Menstruation

Alexandra J. Hawkey, Jane M. Ussher, and Janette Perz

Menstruation is a material reality at some point in most women’s lives. Yet,
the discursive meaning assigned to menstruating bodies and the way in which
they are experienced is dependent on the sociocultural and historical spaces
which they occupy (Lee and Sasser-Coen 1996, 13). Across cultural contexts,
menarche is constructed as a symbolic transition from childhood to wom-
anhood, a period of growth and change, often linked with sexual matura-
tion (Lee 2009, 622). While menstrual activists, artists, poets, and women’s
rights organizations are challenging negative representations and practices
surrounding menstruation (Bobel 2010, 42), dominant discourses often still
portray menstruation as something dirty and disgusting, and a bodily func-
tion to be silenced and concealed (Brantelid, Nilvér, and Alehagen 2014,
606; Mason ct al. 2013, 4; see also Wood [ Chapter 25] in this volume).
While globally there are similarities in the way menarche and menstrua-
tion are experienced, there are also cultural differences, including specific
beliefs, practices, and restrictions placed on women during menses (Uskul
2004, 676). For instance, at menarche girls in Nepal may be required to
undergo a period of seclusion (Crawford, Menger, and Kaufman 2014, 431;
see also Rothschild and Shrestha [Chapter 66] in this volume), while women
from rural India have reported that during menses, they are not allowed
to attend to certain household chores, such as cooking or preparing food
(Behera, Sivakami, and Behera 2015, 514). Many cultures also have positive
or celebratory rituals and practices toward girls at menarche. For example,
women from African countries such as the Republic of Benin, Cameroon,
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and Zambia have reported receiving special treatment at menarche, includ-
ing gifts of perfume, underwear and jewelry (Uskul 2004, 676; see also
Cohen [Chapter 11] as well as Gottlieb [Chapter 14] in this volume).
Understanding these cultural differences is important as they shape the way in
which menarche and menstruation are experienced by women (Hawkey et al.
2017, 1481).

Religious practices associated with menarche and menstruation also differ
across sociocultural contexts (Guterman, Mehta, and Gibbs 2008, 5). For
example, Orthodox Jewish women report being required to observe niddah,
a practice which prohibits physical contact between men and women during
menstruation, and for seven days thereafter (Hartman and Marmon 2004,
393; see also Mirvis [Chapter 12] in this volume). Islamic law also states
that menstrual blood is impure and thus, women are restricted from attend-
ing mosques, touching religious texts, and abstain from pray or fasting dur-
ing menstruation (Guterman, Mehta, and Gibbs 2008, 3). Such regulations
may be experienced ambivalently by women, both seen as an inconvenience
or burden, but also as a source of power (Hartman and Marmon 2004, 401),
or a means for women to identify with each other, forming a sense of com-
munity (Dunnavant and Roberts 2013, 129; see also Cohen [Chapter 11] in
this volume).

While there have been studies that explore heterogeneity of menstrual dis-
course and practice both within (see Mason et al. 2013), and across cultural
contexts (see Uskul 2004), few studies explore how women negotiate men-
strual discourses and practices when transitioning from one cultural context
to another. Understanding migrant and refugee women’s! experiences and
constructions of menarche and menstruation is important, given women may
have transitioned between two differing cultures and might need to nego-
tiate conflicting cultural ideals associated with reproductive health (Salad
etal. 2015, 8). Further, understanding women’s embodied experiences of
menarche and menstruation is important as they have significant implica-
tions for women’s sexual and reproductive health more broadly. For example,
women who have negative attitudes toward menstruation are more likely to
support suppression of menstruation through long-term oral contraception
use (Johnston-Robledo et al. 2003, 72). Menstrual shame has been linked to
increased sexual risk-taking (Schooler et al. 2005, 329) and embarrassment
toward other reproductive functions, such as childbirth (Moloney 2010, 156)
and breastfeeding (Johnston-Robledo etal. 2007, 33). Mothers’ attitudes
toward menstruation shape the menstrual education girls receive, which if
inadequate, might negatively affect their daughters experiences of menarche
and ongoing perspectives toward menstruation and sexuality (Costos,
Ackerman, and Paradis 2002, 56). However, to date, migrant and refu-
gee women’s attitudes and experiences of menarche and menstruation have
largely been ignored, despite being intimately linked to fertility, sexual health,
and a women’s identity (Brantelid et al. 2014, 606; Teitelman 2004, 1300).
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This chapter will explore this issue, drawing on the findings of a recent
research study examining women migrating to Australia or Canada from a
range of cultural backgrounds, the detailed methodology of which is pub-
lished elsewhere (Ussher et al. 2017, 1904; Hawkey et al. 2017, 1475). In
summary, we conducted eighty-four individual interviews and 16 focus
groups with 85 participants (total #=169) with women aged 18 years and
over (average age 35), who had settled in Australia or Canada in the last ten
years, having migrated from Afghanistan, Iraq, Somalia, South Sudan, Sudan,
Sri Lanka (Tamil), India (Punjab) and varying South American countries
(Latina). Women practiced a range of religions, including Islam, Christianity,
and Hinduism. All participants, except for one Latina woman, identified
as being heterosexual. Participants were recruited from Western Sydney,
Australia, and Eastern or Greater Vancouver, Canada, regions that are typ-
ically of lower socio-economic status, with high concentrations of migrant
communities. In this chapter, we draw on a material-discursive-intrapsychic
theoretical framework, an approach that considers the biological, psycho-
social, and discursive aspects of a phenomenon or experience, without one
being privileged over the other (Ussher 2000, 207). Theorizing women’s
constructions and experiences within this approach allows for a detailed
and integrated examination of the multiple factors that shape adult wom-
en’s experiences of menarche and menstruation. For instance, this includes
acknowledgment of the ‘materiality” of menstrual blood and its ‘discursive’
meaning within specific cultural contexts, as well as ‘intrapsychic’ aspects of
the embodied experience of menarche and menstruation, such as shame, fear,
or anxiety. In this chapter we draw on retrospective accounts given by adult
migrant and refugee women in relation to their own experiences of menarche
and menstruation; we also explore how mothers address menstruation
with their daughters today. Women will be referred to by their nationality/
culture of origin to allow for examination of accounts within and across cul-
tural groups.

BECOMING A WOMAN: MENARCHE AS A MARKER OF WOMANHOOD

Menarche is a time of significant psychological and sociocultural adjustment,
potentially leading girls to reconceptualize their identity as women within the
patriarchal societies they live (Jackson and Falmagne 2013, 382). Menarche
is discursively positioned as a marker of adulthood and reproductive maturity
across many sociocultural contexts (Chang, Hayter, and Wu 2010, 457), as
found in our study. A majority of women across all cultural groups described
the material onset of bleeding as a discursively symbolic point in which they
transitioned into womanhood. For example, participants told us, “you start
bleeding and you become a woman” (Somali), “the day when the period
comes, like she becomes a woman” (Iraqi). A number of participants posi-
tioned this as a positive transition they had been waiting for, with woman say-
ing, “finally I am a woman” (Afghani) and “it was kind of a relief” (Somali).
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When further questioned about what being a woman meant, a number of
participants disclosed constructions centered on marriageability and child-
bearing: “In South Sudan, when the girl has the first period . . . it’s asso-
ciated with marriage . . . you’re going to get married and you are going to
have babies” (South Sudanese). For a number of women, a direct outcome
of menarche was immediate marriage and childbearing. As one woman told
us, “I remember my uncle’s wife told my dad [that I had reached menarche]
and that is how I got engaged and married by 14. Before knowing anything I
was already a mother” (Afghani). Early marriage was said to occur to protect
women from the unwanted sexual advances of men and prevent women from
engaging in premarital sex, or falling pregnant outside of wedlock, both of
which were described by women as culturally and religiously forbidden (see
Hawkey, Ussher, and Perz 2017). However, the majority of women did not
position cultural norms of early marriage and childbirth positively, with one
participant reporting it had caused her great anxiety: “I was scared because
I knew that they are going to be forcing me to get married, and I wasn’t
prepared for it, I was scared to be a mum” (South Sudanese). All women
rejected early marriage for their daughters, supported by legal restrictions on
age of consent in Australia or Canada.

Menarche was positioned as a time in which young women’s emerging
sexuality was discursively positioned as problematic, both prior to and post
migration. “Becoming a woman” was aligned with a woman’s nascent sexu-
ality, with participants repeatedly disclosing that they were warned to “avoid
boys,” “be more careful,” and “watch your steps” after menarche. Such cau-
tionary advice was predominantly delivered by mothers and was frequently
at the forefront of girls’ menstrual education, as one participant said, “My
mum always told me . . . when you get the period, don’t come closer to the
men, don’t sit with the men . . . you’re going to fall pregnant” (Sudanese).
However, warning messages received by menarcheal girls were often difficult
to understand, given absent or incomplete information about the associa-
tion between menstruation, sex, and pregnancy, as one woman commented,
“they don’t give any information . . . like any sexual relationship or any-
thing . . . they won’t tell” (Tamil). Focusing on warning messages and the
avoidance of men following menarche, with no concomitant explanation as
to how menstruation is linked to pregnancy, has been found to be confus-
ing for young women (Costos, Ackerman, and Paradis 2002, 54): it may also
lead to fears that any expression of sexuality would lead to pregnancy, which
could result in young women associating their developing bodies and sexu-

ality with shame, danger, or victimization (Mason et al. 2013, 4; Teitelman
2004, 1301).
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CELEBRATING WOMANHOOD: RITUALISING THE MENSTRUAL FLow

Around the globe, menarche is acknowledged through cultural celebrations,
ceremonies or rituals (Uskul 2004, 676); however, in many contexts these
practices are undergoing change due to modernization and deviations to tra-
ditional belief systems (Crawford, Menger, and Kaufman 2014, 435). Among
participants in our study, menstrual celebrations were most commonly dis-
cussed among Tamil and South Sudanese participants and included prayer,
ceremonies, parties, and animal sacrifice. Participants told us, “the 30th day
we celebrate and invite our cultural people, relatives and friends” (Tamil);
“they celebrate it . . . young girls my age will come and you will be treated
like you are getting married” (South Sudanese). Most participants positioned
menstrual celebrations as a public recognition of their entry into woman-
hood: “just marking that she has become a woman” (South Sudanese). In
other cases, participants disclosed that they “don’t know” the reason for
menstrual celebrations or believed their purpose has changed over time:

Now it’s like they do these things for fun . . . before, I think my parents’ time .
. . they do this sort of celebration to show the other people, I've got a girl . . .
whenever you are ready, you can marry that girl. (Tamil)

Participants revealed obvious discomfort in the role that menstrual cele-
bration played in announcing to the wider community that they were now
menstruators. For example, participants described intrapsychic consequences
of feeling “shy” and “embarrassed”; “I was really shy you know it’s not good
when people come over and say oh, she got [her] period, now she’s a big
girl” (South Sudanese); “I felt embarrassed . . . [they] look at you in like
a different way” (Tamil). Menarche is generally considered a personal event,
and many girls feel anxious about people knowing they are menstruating,
thus go to great lengths to conceal it (Jackson and Falmagne 2013, 388).
The discomfort with menarche celebrations reported in our study might
therefore be associated with the public sharing of an intimate bodily pro-
cess and being “viewed differently” among their communities. As argued by
Johnston-Robledo and Chrisler (2013, 12), even though menarche celebra-
tions attempt to promote positive messages, such as ‘welcoming’ into wom-
anhood, it may be confusing to process as girls across cultural contexts are
often simultancously receiving stigmatizing messages about the taboo nature
of menstruation, a bodily function to be contained and hidden.

Following migration, most Tamil and South Sudanese women positioned
menarche celebrations as being redundant, outdated or inappropriate, with
no sense of loss. For example, one participants said, “They [daughters] grow
up in Australia and they see it’s not [an] appropriate thing to announce”
(South Sudanese). Other women told us,
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My daughter . . . she said, why do you want to have a function for getting a
period . . . T also realized that it’s true. It’s the normal process in the body, so
why should we have [a] party . . . I’m not going to follow it. (Tamil)

In another account, a woman living in Australia said, “they call it a Saree
Party here” (Tamil), referring to the ‘coming of age’ party in a Western con-
text where a girl wears a saree for the first time. These findings suggest that
for a minority of women, where menstrual celebrations do continue to occur,
they might do so in an adapted form.

Other traditional rituals that took place at menarche included ceremonies
with leaves, dirt and water, slapping, dietary changes, flour hand dipping and
wearing of new clothing. For example, one participant told us, “they put
some tree leaves around her hand . . . to wish the girl luck to get married
and have children” (Sudanese). Tamil women also reported specific dietary
changes associated with menarche:

They don’t give any spicy food, no chilli . . . first they give us the raw egg . .
. and the sesame oil . . . [in] our culture they believe there’s a wound inside
because of the new eggs produced and it [has to] come out, the blood and all
that, to heal. (Tamil)

This account illustrates the cultural construction of menarche as a time when
women have an internal wound that needs healing. Dietary changes were also
positioned as a means to strengthen the reproductive system and avoid menstrual
pain: “they think that it directly works with the womb you know the reproductive
system will get the strength” (Tamil). One participant described continuing to
give her daughter raw eggs at menarche: “here [Australia] I give my children only
one egg a day, over there three eggs a day” (Tamil). However, another stated,
“just a fresh egg . . . they think it’s healthy, but after I came here I know it’s bad,
because it’s not even boiled, it’s not good for the health” (Tamil).

In this study, for a number of Tamil women, the menarche celebrations
described above occurred following a period of seclusion, reflecting a com-
plex cultural construction of menstruation: “I was made to stay in the room
for one month until they had the ceremony” (Tamil). Although some par-
ticipants who had experienced menstrual seclusion positioned it as being
“natural,” others found seclusion challenging: “you can’t go outside that
was tough” (Tamil). Women provided few explanations for menstrual seclu-
sion; however, one participant described it in terms of the need for recuper-
ation, drawing again on the concept of an internal wound: “there is some
wound inside and the wound has to be healed, that’s why they keep the girls
in the room” (Tamil). It is possible however, that in the absence of a coher-
ent explanation of menstruation prior to menarche or reasoning for men-
strual seclusion, such practice might be confusing, and lead girls to associate
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their menarche with isolation (Crawford, Menger, and Kaufman 2014, 432).
Participant accounts demonstrate how migrant and refugee women variably
adopted, adapted, and questioned cultural practices surrounding menarche
celebrations and rituals, demonstrating women’s negotiation or navigation of
differing cultural contexts following migration.

SILENCE AND SECRECY: EDUCATION AND COMMUNICATION
AROUND MENSTRUATION

Preparedness for menarche plays an important role in how it is experienced,
with girls who receive menstrual education prior to menarche reporting more
positive experiences of this transition (Marvin, Morales, and Cortés-Iniestra
2006, 327). However, many women in the present study described receiving
little or no pre-menarcheal education in their countries of origin. Participants
told us, “nobody tells us, nobody talk about it” (Somali); “we don’t really
talk about stuff like that” (Afghani). Participants stated that the reason men-
struation was not discussed was because of shame and wider disapproval from
family and friends: “they think it is shameful, it’s disrespectful, you don’t have
respect for yourself” (Afghani).

Across cultural groups, many participants described receiving little or
no preparatory menstrual education or support from their mothers, a find-
ing that is not unique to migrant and refugee women alone (Cooper and
Koch 2007, 65). When asked the reason for such reluctance on the part
of mothers, it was described as a “cultural thing” which could not be chal-
lenged, as one woman said, “They are very secret about this stuff . . . my
mum doesn’t talk about periods or childbirth . . . maybe it’s a cultural thing”
(Tamil). In other instances, the information that participants described receiv-
ing was incorrect, or women were unsure of its meaning. For example, one
participant’s mother told her “not to sit anywhere dirty during our period
because . . . everything is sort of open and you can get all kinds of infections”
(Afghani). Despite being unsure of the meanings of the warnings women
received, some participants passed this information on to their daughters who
began menstruating following migration:

I said ok if you want my advice when you got your period . . . you can’t let the
boy touch you . . . I told my daughter, she do it now . . . I don’t know whether
it is good or bad, I don’t know. (South Sudanese)

This finding suggests that it may be useful to work alongside migrant and
refugee women to understand where such cultural practices have evolved,
and to highlight to women the possible consequences to their daughters if
such beliefs are internalized, such as feelings of shame toward their bodies in
relation to a normal healthy bodily function.
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“WHEN I GoT My PEriop, My HeArT KIND
OF BROKE”: EXPERIENCES OF FIRST BLOOD

In the absence of any framework to make sense of menarche, women asso-
ciated their first menses with excrement, injury, and guilt. For example, one
participant said, “I was kind of horrified that something was wrong with me
or I might have hurt myself” (Afghani). Other women positioned their first
menses as a form of punishment: “I thought I had done a sin or something
really bad” (Afghani). Participants used strong emotive language such as
“shocked,” “scared,” and “shame” when recalling these experiences. Many
women also reported self-isolation; “there was a little dark room, and I would
go there and I would lay out a mattress . . . and I would just sit there and
cry” (Afghani), or described not disclosing to mothers and family that they
had begun menstruation, as they felt “ashamed” or “shy,” positioning their
menarche experience in a negative light, “I kept praying, oh god never ever
let this happen to me again” (Afghani). These findings reiterate the impor-
tance of adequate menstrual education prior to menarche (Teitelman 2004,
1298), particularly given negative constructions of menstrual blood lead
women to feel humiliated and unclean, and might result in women devel-
oping ongoing associations between menstruation and contamination
(Lee 2009, 621).

An additional consequence of inadequate education meant that at the
time of menarche many women reported they had poor knowledge about the
function of menstruation in relation to reproduction. For some, it was not
until well into their menstruating years, or once they had migrated, that they
became aware of the role menstruation had in childbearing: “Not until we
got married, we came to know the whole thing, what happens” (Punjabi);
“I really I didn’t know until I became pregnant with my first son” (Iraqi).

RESISTING SECRECY AND SILENCE FOR DAUGHTERS POST MIGRATION

As reported previously (Cooper and Koch 2007, 71), as a consequence of
receiving little or no menstrual education themselves, many women disclosed
being more open or wanting to be more open with their own daughters dur-
ing menarche. For example, one participant said, “I want to avoid what hap-
pened to me when no one told me, so I told my daughter she already knows”
(Sudanese). However, some of the mothers interviewed disclosed being “shy”
to talk in depth with their daughters or “unsure” when the right time was to
address menstruation:

We’re shy from those matters and even I can’t talk to my daughter frankly and
tell her what happened . . . I tell her about the period, and I tell her about the
baby, but not the long procedure . . . I think I felt embarrassed. (Iraqi)
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In another account, a woman described wanting to discuss menstruation with
her 11-year-old daughter, but not knowing when or how: “until now I hav-
en’t said anything to her about it . . . I don’t want her to experience the
same as what I had . . . but I don’t know when, and where and how” (Iraqi).
These accounts highlight that although many mothers would like to educate
and support their daughters through menarche, given their own poor expe-
riences of menstrual education, they might lack the knowledge and confi-
dence to do so at an appropriate time, prior to their daughter’s menarche. At
the same time, other participants actively sort information to better support
their daughters. For example, one participant described attending a women’s
health course where she was provided with the appropriate information to
support her daughter:

I was scared and shy to talk about this topic . . . I went to a migrant resource
centre and there was a lady . . . she talked about the periods and how to tell
their daughters. I learnt from that session and it encouraged me to tell my
daughter. (Sudanese)

In another example, a participant disclosed wanting to talk to their daugh-
ters in the future but only when they are “old enough” by cultural standards:
“I will explain to my daughters . . . at an age of you know, nine, ten. No
younger than that because I think I’'m still following the culture” (Afghani).
This account demonstrates how migrant women may navigate two differing
cultural contexts, both resisting a taboo of silence and secrecy by wanting
to provide their daughters with information, but also still adhering to cul-
tural mores that require it to be done at an ‘appropriate” age. These findings
emphasize the need to provide newly arrived migrant and refugee women
with access to menstrual education sessions to ensure they have a sound
understanding of menarche as a biological function, but also an emotional
transition. Women may benefit from specific guidance on how to broach
the subject of menstruation with their daughters, including ways to relay
information about menarche and menstruation that position it as a positive
developmental stage.

CONTAINMENT AND REGULATION OF THE ABJECT MENSTRUAL BoDY

Although there are many cultural representations of blood, ranging from
family and kinship, to violence and war, menstrual blood is almost always
positioned negatively (Bramwell, 2001), as was reflected in women’s accounts
in this study. Participants repeatedly positioned blood as “disgusting,”
“dirty,” “awful,” and “not clean.” One participant said, “You can smell there
is something different . . . because the blood has come from the vagina, so I
think it’s dirty” (Iraqi). Menstrual blood was also positioned negatively by
men in women’s lives, including husbands, brothers, and fathers, requiring
women to be discrete about their menstruation. As one participant disclosed,
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“he [father] and my brother, they preferred that I didn’t throw out my femi-
nine paper [pads] in the same bin that they were using. I don’t understand, it
was maybe some stupid thing that they had against blood” (Latina). One of
the consequences of menstruation being constructed as disgusting and con-
taminating was women’s desire to conceal their menstruating bodies from
the wider world both prior to and following migration: “I started to wear
dark colours when I get my period. I do not wear whites at all . . . it will
look disgusting when it stains” (Iraqi). Many women described feelings of
self-consciousness and greatly feared leakages, resulting in frequent visits to
the bathroom, as one Sudanese participant told us, “I would go more fre-
quently to the wash-room. I was afraid of my dress getting stained. It is a
big problem . . . it was like a shame”; a Latina woman similarly disclosed,
“I started to feel ashamed of my body . . . everybody is always telling you
be careful, be extra cautious . . . you are going to be terrorised if you don’t
hide it.” While self-surveillance is energy-consuming (Johnston-Robledo and
Chrisler 2013, 14), these practices, in conjunction with negative cultural con-
structions of menstruation, are likely to result in women having negative atti-
tudes toward their menstruating bodies (Roberts and Waters 2004, 18).

In addition, historically and cross-culturally, menstrual blood has been dis-
cursively constructed as being poisonous, magical, and polluting—a sign of
the ‘monstrous feminine’ (Ussher 2006, 6). It is these negative representa-
tions of women and their menstruating bodies that have contributed to
restrictions placed on women during menses (Buckley and Gottlieb 1988,
25). For instance, Sudanese women described the inability to enter the
kitchen or carry out normal household duties while menstruating; a practice
that a small number of women continued even following migration, “you
can’t cook, you can’t wash dishes, you can’t clean the house for one week
until you are clean” (Sudanese). Although such restrictions might reinforce
the notion of menstruation being dirty, one Sudanese woman, who continued
to avoid cooking while menstruating, viewed such restraint in a positive light
given it meant she had a break from her usually demanding household activi-
ties: “seriously for me, it’s good, because I can relax” (Sudanese). Such exam-
ples were unique to Sudanese women and demonstrated how some women
can position menstrual restrictions positively.

Women across cultures and religions are continually receiving paradoxical
messages by which they are both demonized for their reproductive bleeding
bodies, but praised for their ability to procreate (Goldenberg and Roberts
2011, 82). For example, while motherhood was highly valued across all cul-
tural groups in this study, many women described prohibitions from religious
activities, such as visiting the mosque, temple, or church, praying, touching
the Koran or other religious texts, participating in religious ceremonies, and
observing Ramadan, when menstruating. While the majority of women fol-
lowed these restrictions due to their own interpretations of religious texts,
other participants described that their mothers or older women in their family
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would relay these restrictions to their daughters. One Punjabi woman told us
her mother had said, “not to touch the book [holy scriptures] during peri-
ods . . . since elders said [this], we followed through without questioning.”
Many women continued these avoidance practices during menstruation fol-
lowing migration, with women saying that, “these days we can’t go to the
temple” (Tamil) and that, “praying is for when you’re pure and clean and
you’re respecting yourself in front of God” (Afghani).

A small number of Muslim women reported that they were required to
undertake a cleansing bath before resuming religious activities, because
menstrual blood was polluting; “when you have your period, before you’ve
cleansed yourself, you’re not allowed to pray or read the Koran” (Afghani).
Religious prohibitions and the requirement of ritualized bathing may rein-
force the construction of a woman’s reproductive body as unclean and pollut-
ing, and thus herself as lacking purity: this might lead women to internalize
feelings of shame and inferiority toward their own bodies (Crawford, Menger,
and Kaufman 2014, 436). In contrast to these accounts however, some par-
ticipants positioned religious restrictions as “traditional” practices and not
something they themselves carried out today. As one Punjabi participant told
us, “traditionally we are not meant to go to the temples . . . you don’t do
puja (prayer), but actually I don’t worry about that . . . I think my mum fol-
lows it, but I don’t.” This account may suggest a change in religious practice
following migration, however, it may also be reflective of modernisation or
generational differences in relation to the continuation of restrictive religious
practices associated with women and menstruation.

Nearly all women also described that sex during menstruation was strictly
prohibited. Reasons for such restrictions on sexual activities included sex
being “unhealthy,” “harmful,” and “dirty” when a woman is bleeding, and
sexual abstinence being religiously sanctioned. For example, one woman
said, “when it comes to religion, in Islam a man and a woman should not
have sex when a woman is having their period, it is dirty, you are dirtying
yourselt” (Afghani). The impact of religious discourse on women’s sex-
ual practices was particularly evident among Muslim women’s accounts, the
majority of whom continued to avoid menstrual sex even following migra-
tion. In addition, menstrual sex was avoided as women considered it inappro-
priate for men to witness their menstruation “I never be near to my husband,
this is a type of respect to him as a man. I don’t like him to see something
not good in me” (Iraqi). However, there were also exceptions to this, with a
small minority of women stating that “sex is better during periods” (Punjabi)
or that “it is not even an issue, having sex while I have my period” (Latina).
These accounts suggest resistance to negative cultural discourses that position
menstruation as unclean or disgusting, by both husbands, and participants
themselves.
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IMprLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

Across cultural contexts, constructions of menarche and menstruation were
strongly tied to notions of ‘womanhood,” interlinked with reproduction and
emergent sexuality. Nearly all women who took part in the study discur-
sively positioned menarche and menstruation as shameful and abject, requir-
ing associated regulatory practices of silencing and concealment. Silencing
menarche and menstruation acts as a reinforcer of the discursive positioning
of a woman’s bleeding as a source of stigma (Johnston-Robledo and Chrisler
2013, 12), with material and intrapsychic consequences for women. Shame
and silencing denied women the right to learn about the functioning of their
reproductive bodies. As a result, women had no framework to make sense
of their experiences at menarche resulting in negative attitudes toward their
menstruation and poor knowledge of its link to fertility.

While there were a number of commonalities across cultural groups inter-
viewed, there was also variation in cultural and religious discourse and prac-
tices. This was most evident in relation to culturally prescribed menarche
celebrations, menstrual practices, restrictions and rituals, such as changes in
diet reported by Tamil women and the avoidance of cooking described by
Sudanese women. Furthermore, Muslim and Hindu women were more likely
to describe religious rituals or restrictions associated with menses, compared
to participants who followed other religions.

The findings of this study suggest however, that migrant and refugee
women are not simply positioned within existing cultural discourses associ-
ated with menarche and menstruation, but can re-position themselves, var-
iably adopting, resisting, negotiating, and tailoring discourses and practices
associated with menstruation (Day et al. 2010, 238). While for some women
the migration process facilitated such resistance or re-positioning, other
women were still influenced by cultural discourse, particularly around disclo-
sure of menstrual information to daughters. This suggests that a discourse
of secrecy and silence, may be difficult to resist (Ussher et al. 2017, 1909)
and new migrant and refugee girls and women need access to comprehensive
menstrual support and education. Such information could be included along-
side other sexual and reproductive health education, providing details about
what menstruation is, its link to fertility and guidance on how menstruation
can be celebrated and navigated in a healthy manner.

NoOTE

1. In this chapter the term “migrant and refugee” is used to describe voluntary
migrants and people of refugee or humanitarian background, who have a cul-
tural heritage different from the dominant Anglo Australian/Canadian culture.
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CHAPTER 11

Menstruation and Religion: Developing
a Critical Menstrual Studies Approach

Llana Coben

INTRODUCTION

In September 2018, the Supreme Court of India overruled a ban preventing
women and girls of menstruating age (between ten and 50) from entering the
Sabarimala Temple in Kerala, India (Indian Young Lawyers Association & Ors.
v. The State of Kerala & Ors, S.C.C. 1 [2018]). The ruling came three years
after #happytobleed, a viral social media campaign, drew international outcry
to a 2015 Sabarimala Temple board statement. The board stated that one day
women between ten and 50, traditionally prohibited from entering the temple
lest they distract the deity (perceived to be a celibate bachelor), may be able
to enter the temple if they are not actually menstruating (BBC 2015). Nikita
Azad, founder of the campaign, spoke out against the implied impurity of
menstruation, and the campaign quickly became “an initiative against sexism”
and perceived misogyny (Azad 2015). While the Supreme Court’s ruling that
it is illegal to prevent any woman from entering Sabarimala was welcomed by
countless individuals and Kerala’s state government, the ruling also set off “an
uproar that has become a months-long battle over differences of caste, gender,
party politics, and history” (Nair 2019). Indeed, the controversy exemplifies
how the intersection of menstruation and religion engages not only contested
classifications of the impure and the pure but urgent issues related to gender
equality, hierarchies, delineations of communities, and boundaries of power
as well.

This complex intersection is well-documented in an extensive body of
literature exploring menstruation and religion from many disciplinary per-
spectives. While there is not space here to chronicle every way menstruation
and religion have become topics of scholarship, activism, and reflection, this
chapter discusses the possibilities and limitations of how the relationship
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between menstruation and religion is imagined and studied. Studies of men-
struation and religion often concentrate on ritual impurity and associated pre-
scriptive prohibitions to the extent that ‘menstruation-and-religion” comes to
connote a religion’s classification of menstruation and instructions for what
a menstruant should and should not do (see Bhartiya 2013; Dunnavant and
Roberts 2012). Such references remove menstruation and menstrual prac-
tices from larger contextual frameworks which more targeted religion-specific
scholarship may engage. They also tend to follow an established pattern of
analysis—“the paradox approach” (Avishai 2008, 410)-which seeks to resolve
the ‘mystery’ of compliance with what are perceived to be negative and
restrictive traditions.

While existing scholarship also critiques and adapts “the paradox approach”
to explore how women find meaning in and exert agency through observance
of menstrual practices (Avishai 2008; Sharma 2014), this chapter offers an
alternative approach. The chapter addresses the abstraction of religiously moti-
vated menstrual practices from their wider contexts in order to more effec-
tively engage with them and expand the discourse of menstruation and religion
beyond a framework of negative restrictions. Recognizing these contextual
larger systems demystifies menstrual practices and allows the discourse to include
under-discussed themes such as the relationship between menstrual practices
and the establishment and maintenance of personal and communal identities
and hierarchies, gendered roles and expectations within religions, and how reli-
giously motivated menstrual practices serve to channel women’s sexuality.

In discussing these themes, I advance the menstruation and religion con-
versation beyond menstruation and a specific religion such as Hinduism,
Christianity, or Judaism to religion as a cultural institution in which menstru-
ation plays a practical and theoretical role. The relationships between men-
struation and religion, and religion and culture suggest that menstruation is a
cultural phenomenon just as much as it is a physiological one. Religiously and
culturally motivated practices compel certain behaviors of menstruants, and
those practices, and what menstruation symbolizes and communicates within
a particular system, ultimately (re)produce religion and culture themselves
(see Maharaj and Winkler [Chapter 15] in this volume).

To explore the ways in which menstruation is ‘religion-producing,’ I review
literature on menstruation in Judaism and Hinduism, putting key ideas in con-
versation with each other. Both Judaism and Hinduism have defined menstrual
traditions and prescriptions, often discussed within the framework of impurity
and pollution. This framework, though worthy of attention, must be appropri-
ately contextualized to avoid incorrectly implying that in each religious context
menstruation is only a source of pollution on the one hand, and that menstru-
ation is the only source of impurity and pollution on the other. The scholar-
ship discussed here cannot provide comprehensive accounts of all perspectives
on menstruation in Judaism and Hinduism. However, engaging examples
from two capacious religious traditions offers both detailed accounts of specific
practices and discussion of larger themes at play.
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In the first section, I address the impurity framework and menstrual
restriction discourse that dominates the discussion of menstruation and reli-
gion. In this first section, I show how in both Judaism and Hinduism men-
struation is embedded within larger purity systems and codes of behavior
which offer deeper understandings of the restriction discourse overall. With
this understanding established, I show that the restriction discourse does not
fully represent menstruation and religion through a discussion of how men-
struation and menstrual practices can be associated with auspiciousness and
positive, unique power. In the second section, I widen the scope of engage-
ment and discuss how menstruation and religiously motivated menstrual
practices can be read as defining factors and safeguards of the boundaries of
specific religious communities in both traditions. Relevant scholarship shows
the role menstruation plays in identity formation and explores the extent to
which the onus of maintaining religious boundaries falls on women, chan-
neled through their reproductive capabilities and sexualities. Finally, I dis-
cuss how menstruation and menstrual practices have become vehicles for
wider religious transformation and activism and suggest arenas for further
exploration.

THE IMPURITY FRAMEWORK AND RESTRICTIONS DISCOURSE:
POSSIBILITIES AND LLIMITATIONS

In both Judaism and Hinduism, menstruation is classified as a time of impu-
rity according to systems that govern bodily fluids and interactions between
individuals. It is important to study the context these systems create in addi-
tion to the top-level impurity classification. When removed from a specific
religious context, the ‘impurity’ concept and its associated prescriptions often
become framed as ‘traditional practices,” ‘myths, and ‘religious superstitions’
that seem to apply only to menstruation. Further, contextualizing menstrual
practices offers more opportunity for discussion than the classification of
impurity does alone, as demonstrated in the second part of this chapter.

Contexts for Menstruation in Judnism

In Judaism, menstruation and a menstruating woman fall under the
Hebrew term Niddah, which is derived from the word meaning “separa-
tion” (Meacham 2009). Chapter 15 of Leviticus, a book in the Hebrew
Bible, addresses menstruation within an instructional system concerned
with impurity which, in the biblical context, “renders a person unfit to
approach the altar” and engage in Temple-related rituals (Collins 2004,
145). There are three sources of impurity within this system: encountering
a corpse, specific bodily emissions, and skin diseases (Collins 2004, 147). In
the biblical context, bodily emissions include: menstruation, non-menstrual
vaginal discharges, lochial bleeding, and seminal or non-seminal discharges
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(Meacham 2009, “Leviticus 15”). While the biblical purity system treats
men’s and women’s bodily emissions and resulting impurity similarly, there
are differences regarding communicability and length of impurity between
them (Hauptman 1998, 169). Menstrual bleeding, non-menstrual uter-
ine bleeding, and non-seminal discharges all cause communicable impurity
(understood to be transferred through physical contact or contact with some-
thing someone experiencing impurity has touched) while seminal discharge
does not. The length of impurity for menstruation lasts for seven days but
only one day for seminal discharge. As part of a larger list of prohibited sexual
behaviors and partners, men are instructed to avoid a menstruating woman
(Leviticus 18:19) in order to prevent sexual relations, which would transmit
seven days of impurity, an undesired state that would limit ritual engagement,
to the sexual partner (Meacham 2009, “Leviticus 15”).

Extensive scholarship explores why specific bodily emissions cause impu-
rity in the biblical context (see Whitekettle 1996; Boyarin 1993). For exam-
ple, Howard Eilberg-Schwartz (1990) suggests that the system can be read
as demarcating life and death. Certain fluids, like menstruation and semen,
read as missed opportunities for conception, become symbolic of death and
render impurity through connoting the impurity of death. Alternatively,
impurity can be read as related to uncontrollability; the less controllable
a bodily fluid, the more polluting. Menstrual blood and non-seminal dis-
charge, released passively, render impurity for seven days while tears, sweat,
and mucus, understood as more controllable, do not (Eilberg-Schwartz
1990, 182). In the biblical context, childbirth also results in impurity lead-
ing some to suggest that the key commonality among the three categories
of impurity is liminality, or “the edges of life” (Collins 2004, 147). While
many interpretations exist, some feminist readings suggest that the biblical
purity system itself can be read as one that “privileges normal males and dis-
advantages all females and males with abnormal discharge” (Meacham 2009,
“Leviticus 15”).

The end of the biblical period and the destruction of the Second Temple
in 70 C.E. rendered the purity system largely inapplicable, and the rabbinic
period which followed saw changes in the practical significance of the purity
system (Meacham 1999, 29).! During this period, sages expounded upon
the contents of the Hebrew Bible through recorded discussions that com-
prise the Talmud, the codified body of Jewish law. While prescriptions for
non-seminal emissions and various skin conditions lost their practical impor-
tance, prescriptions concerning menstruation remained. In fact, Talmudic
discourse resulted in the addition of stringencies to the foundational guide-
lines regarding menstruation laid out in Leviticus 15 (Hauptman 1998, 169).
These changes are recorded in discussions in Tractate Niddah, a book of the
Talmud. These discussions produced the practices, referred to as the Laws
of Niddah, observed by many Jewish individuals today. The Laws of Niddah
prohibit contact between a married couple during the days of a woman’s
period and for seven ‘clean’ days following the cessation of bleeding until she
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immerses in a migvak (ritual bath) for purification (Avishai 2008, 414; see
also Mirvis [Chapter 12] as well as Maharaj and Winkler [ Chapter 15] in this
volume). Physical contact during menstruation is prohibited to avoid sex-
ual arousal and intercourse which would communicate impurity to the man
(Hauptman 1998, 161). Proper adherence is motivated in part because a child
conceived during menstruation or before proper purification is categorized as
“severely defiled” (Avishai 2008, 414). In fact, some scholars argue that the
rabbinic concern in the Talmud is not so much with restrictions for menstru-
ating individuals, but rather the conditions under which they become permis-
sible to have sex with. Although the text is “‘about” menstruation and women’s
bodies, it can be interpreted as a text focused more on the concerns of men
(Hauptman 1998, 169), a point this chapter addresses in more detail later.

In summary, in Judaism, menstruation was once part of a larger system
that governed many types of bodily emissions; over time and through rab-
binic discussion, prescriptions regarding menstruation were adapted to
remain relevant and observable, in part because the status of future gen-
erations depended upon their proper observance. The Laws of Niddah are
observed in Orthodox Jewish communities where they are considered part
of Halacha (binding divinely inspired Jewish law), and are “identified as
the backbone of Jewish family life and as a mainstay of Jewish community”
(Steinberg 1997, 11). Since most liberal Jewish denominations do not con-
sider Halacha to be binding in the same way Orthodox denominations do,
and since some may take issue with a function of the body being rendered
impure (Meacham 1999, 33), they have rejected compulsory observance of
the Laws of Niddah turning them into a personal choice.

Contexts for Menstruation in Hindwism: Brabmanical
and Non-Brabmanical Approaches

Although recognized as a singular world religion, Hinduism “encom-
passes a broad array of traditions, sects, and religious-philosophical schools”
(Apffel-Marglin 2008, 54). Each subset offers a distinct conceptualiza-
tion of menstruation, but adequately discussing all traditions, sects, and
religious-philosophical schools associated with Hinduism is well beyond the
scope of this chapter. Because Brahmanical Hinduism (the dominant and sub-
suming form of Hinduism propelled by the priestly [Brahmin] caste) largely
shapes prevailing attitudes toward menstruation (Hembroff 2010, 30), it is
useful to understand the purity system inherent to it. Non-Brahmanical phi-
losophies and framings, a selection of which this section also addresses, pro-
vide alternative explanations and expand the Brahmanical purity framework
to explore how menstrual restrictions can be linked to auspiciousness and
positivity.?

Dharma literature (religious law or sacred norms) provides Brahmanical codes
of conduct for Hindu society. Manu Smriti (c. 100 CE) is considered the most
definitive, authoritative work of Dharma literature (Olivelle 2004, 3) and offers
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“the most systematic of Brahmana ideologies” (Chakravarti 2003, 71). The text
provides detailed guidance on everything from food preparation and hygiene
routines to ritual observance and religious study. Primarily addressed toward
Brahmin men, the text outlines proper behaviors for them vis-a-vis women and
members of other castes and illustrates an ‘ideal’ society strictly ordered on per-
sonal and communal levels. Manu Smiriti’s treatment of menstruation is consid-
ered emblematic of the normative discourse around menstruation in Hinduism
(Leslie 1994, 72) which must be understood within the larger systems of
the text.

Interwoven within Manu Smriti are direct and indirect instructions for
women and men from different castes of the four-tiered system and for
those who fall outside the caste system (considered ‘untouchable’ accord-
ing to the text, often referred to as Dalit). Some scholars even suggest that
Manu Smriti’s overarching intention is to maintain the boundaries of the
text’s idealized society and to preserve the purity of Brahmin men, reflect-
ing the concerns of the Brahmin authors (Doniger 1991, xxiii). As this sec-
tion demonstrates, the system that guides Brahmin men’s behaviors regarding
menstruating women overlaps with the system that governs interactions with
‘low-caste’ and Dalit individuals (see Sukumar [Chapter 13] in this volume).

Manu Smriti outlines 12 impurities of the body, including “oily exudations,
semen, blood, (the fatty substance of the) brain, urine, feces, mucus, ear-wax,
phlegm, tears, the rheum of the eyes, and sweat” (Sacred Texts, n.d., 5.135).
Men and women are instructed to purify themselves of these substances
according to their caste, and coming into contact with any impure entity,
whether a substance or a person who is impure, can communicate temporary
impurity (Ibid., 5.143). Indeed, the communicability of pollution and impu-
rity through touch, sex, and the sharing of food is a key theme of the text.

In Manu Smriti, menstruating women are included within lists of individu-
als to be avoided and are likened to ‘low-caste’ individuals. Brahmin men are
instructed to avoid sharing a bed with and to avoid having sex with a woman
who is menstruating, no matter how much he might desire to (Ibid., 4.40);
to avoid eating food that has been touched by a menstruating woman (Ibid.,
4.208); and to avoid holding a conversation with a menstruating woman
(Ibid., 4.57). According to Manu Smriti, shunning a woman when she men-
struates increases a man’s wisdom and long life (Ibid., 4.42). It is also noted
that a ‘high-caste” man should not touch food that belongs to ‘lower caste’
people, that has been touched by animals, or that has hair or bugs in it. The
two strands of instructions are unified when Manu Smriti states that if a man
touches an “untouchable,” “a menstruating woman,” “anyone who has fallen
(from his caste),” “a woman who has just given birth,” “a corpse,” or anyone
who has touched a corpse, he requires cleansing through a bath (Ibid., 5.85).
The text suggests that menstruation is one of many substances and socially
constructed hierarchies perceived to communicate impurity and to threaten
the status of Brahmin men.
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In addition to placing menstruation within the system governing bodily
purity and caste distinction, Manu Smriti draws on an idea that menstruation
is a sign of women’s inherent impurity (Leslie 1994, 66), an idea established
in a Vedic story that predates the Dharma text which links together menstru-
ation, guilt, sexuality, and Brahmanicide. In this story, the god Indra com-
mits Brahmanicide by killing Vicvarupa, a demon-like Brahmin. In order to
absolve himself of this “sin,” Indra appeals to the earth, trees, and women
to each take a third of his guilt; they each do and receive a boon (blessing)
in exchange. After the women take on Indra’s guilt, “it [the guilt] became
(a woman) with stained garments; therefore, one should not converse with
(a woman) with stained garments, one should not sit with her, nor eat her
food, for she keeps emitting the colour of guilt” (Keith 1914 [2-5-1]). In this
story, menstruation is established as a sign of the worst sin in Brahmanical
Hindu ideology.? Practices such as not entering the kitchen, not cooking for
or touching others, avoiding sex, and refraining from entering temples dur-
ing menstruation (Bhartiya 2013, 524), which fit within the instructions gov-
erning control of bodily substances and caste distinction recounted in Manu
Smriti, are intensified by the Vedic story associating moral negativity with
menstruation. These two approaches overlap in the Vedic story itself when
the text explains that the progeny of a woman who has intercourse during
menstruation will be “accursed” and that a man should therefore not have
intercourse with a menstruating woman. A later Dharma text addressing the
specific duties of a Brahmin wife emphasizes this idea, asserting that a child
resulting from intercourse during menstruation will be an “untouchable” or
“cursed” (Leslie 1989, 285). In summary, menstruation is associated with
impurity in Brahmanical Hinduism due to its position within codified systems
governing bodily secretions and caste distinction, as well as its association
with sin and guilt.

While these Brahmanical approaches to menstruation may be consid-
ered normative, other schools point to menstrual restrictions as indicative
of menstruation’s auspicious and powerful nature, demonstrating the diver-
sity of approaches to menstruation beyond of framework of restrictions even
within what is perceived as a singular religion. Sangam literature (100-500
CE) offers one such example. Sangam literature represents a Dravidian
worldview (as opposed to a Sanskrit-Aryan worldview) which was a precur-
sor to the Brahmanical system that eventually became the religion associated
with power throughout the subcontinent (Jenett 2005, 176). Originating
from the geographic region now known as Tamil Nadu and Kerala in south
India, Sangam poetry and literature reference anankn, a concept translated
as a “sacred power” that is expressed through and fills women’s bodies at
menarche, during menstruation, and following childbirth (Jenett 2005, 177).
Anankn is considered a precursor to the idea of Shakti (“divine vivifying
female power” [Jenett, n.d.]) and the Shakta-Hindu tradition, in which the
female body gives “meaning, form, and coherence to religious beliefs, acts,
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and relations” (Patel 1994, 69). In her analysis of Sangam poetry, Dianne
Jenett notes parallels between menarchal girls, menstruants, and goddesses.
She argues that menstrual taboos and practices “recognize the sacred power
of the female and were instituted for reciprocal protection;” they allow a
woman to access and use the “sacred power,” especially potent during men-
struation and after childbirth, to her community’s benefit through appro-
priate self-restraint and separation (2005, 186), thus offering an alternate
framework for understanding for menstrual restrictions.

The sacred power associated with menstruation is exemplified in the men-
struating goddess at the Mahadevar Temple in Chengannur, Kerala. The god-
dess’ menstrual cloth is considered so auspicious and powerful it is auctioned
off whenever her menstruation occurs (Jenett 2005, 181; Joseph 2015).
Jenett further notes parallels between south Indian menarche rituals and the
ritual treatment of the menstruating goddess; these parallels suggest that the
menarchal girl is considered to be a goddess (Jenett, n.d.). Contemporary
enactment of the Masical Nir Attu (Turmeric Bathing Ceremony) in Tamil
Nadu exemplifies such parallels. While removing ritual impurity, #zttu, is
one element of the ceremony, it is not the only dynamic at play. In this cer-
emony, the menarchal girl is showered in a traditional bath of turmeric and
neem-infused water following a period of relative seclusion then dressed in a
sari and jewels and presented to kin and neighbors who offer the girl bless-
ings and gifts (Cohen 2017). Once a method for announcing marriageability,
the ceremony includes rituals that purify, protect, and strengthen the menar-
cheal girl at a pivotal moment of transformation and celebrates the “happi-
ness” of menarche (Cohen 2017).* Non-Brahmanical approaches associate an
auspiciousness and sacred power with menstruation related to liminality and
its generative qualities, which manifests in menarche ceremonies and practices
that appear similar to those found in Brahmanical Hinduism but have differ-
ent motivations.

This section has shown that in both Hinduism and Judaism menstru-
ation is part of larger purity systems, which underlie menstrual restric-
tions, and that these systems are concerned with the boundaries of identity
and community. Both Manu Smriti and the Talmudic discussion of niddah
demonstrate a vested interest on the part of their male authors in maintain-
ing their purity, especially regarding the highly communicable modes of sex
and touch. While Tractate Niddah is ‘about” women and menstruation, it
can be read as a text about men’s concern with purity, just as Manu Smriti
can be read. Though the instructions in Manu Smriti are directed toward
(Brahmin) men, ultimately they become institutionalized as behavior modi-
fications women must observe in order to prevent communicating impurity
to others. In both instances, menstruation is categorically associated with
sex, sexuality, and reproduction and has direct bearing on the status of off-
spring conceived. Because of the significance such associations carry, the
impurity and restrictions framework can end up dominating both practice
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and discourse; however, as this section has also shown alternative framings
and interpretations, indigenous to various religious traditions, also exist and
deserve the attention of a critical menstrual studies approach to religion and
menstruation.

COMMUNICATING MORE THAN IMPURITY

Communicating Identities and Maintaining Boundaries

With the menstrual restrictions in Judaism and Hinduism contextualized in
their respective systems, this section explores how menstrual practices and tra-
ditions, often engaged at the personal or individual level, can become vehicles
for defining both individual and communal identities. This discussion deepens
inquiry into the relationship between menstruation and religion beyond the
personal, subjective, and experiential levels, to which “the paradox approach”
may be limited, by engaging larger socio-political contexts and institutional
religious dynamics.

In her foundational analysis of Tractate Niddah, Charlotte Elisheva
Fonrobert argues that Talmudic discussions of menstruation do more than
establish the Laws of Niddah; they contribute to discursive determinations of
who belongs to the Jewish community. The rabbinic discourse on body flu-
ids, menstruation, and resulting impurity—which, Fonrobert notes, no longer
had bearing on ritual observance at the time of discussion—can be read as
demarcating and defining the (Jewish) body politic on a discursive level by
defining who should follow the laws and to whom the laws apply (2008,
264). In the period of Late Antiquity in which the Talmudic discussions
are set, menstrual blood could signal both gender and Jewish group iden-
tity because it was only considered impure if it came from a Jewish woman
(Fonrobert 2008, 261). Rabbinic imagination considered non-Jewish men-
strual blood and sperm pure (Fonrobert 2008, 263) and thus unable to
“communicate” anything. Fonrobert’s reading of the Talmudic text shows
that, historically, menstruation has been a vehicle for the establishment of
group identity and suggests that observance of the Laws of Niddah can be
a practical way of signaling group belonging. Contemporary ethnographic
studies of women who observe the Laws of Niddah in Israel also demonstrate
that adherence to them becomes a site for expressing religious Jewish identity
and serves to differentiate the self from a secular other (Avishai 2008, 410).
Taking issue with the suggestion that they are impure, some of these women
prefer thinking of themselves as ‘permissible’ or ‘forbidden’ regarding sexual
relations (Avishai 2008, 417), further highlighting the underlying purpose of
the laws, in their religiously observant perspective, which is to govern sexual
relations and ensure the ritual status of children conceived.

In Hinduism, the contextual background of Brahmanical male purity,
understood to be threatened by menstruating women (and women in
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general) as well as ‘low’ caste individuals, suggests that menstrual restrictions
are connected to the larger social inequalities of perpetuated caste-discrimina-
tion (see Sukumar [Chapter 13] in this volume). As explained earlier, men-
struation is not the only classification that can pollute, and the caste-based
classificatory system itself contributes to menstruation’s association with impu-
rity. Indeed, gender stratification and caste stratification are co-constituted
through the system, and this awareness suggests that perhaps menstrual
restrictions serve to preserve caste boundaries. Hindu menstrual restrictions,
as presented in a subsection of Dharma literature for women, can be read as
intended to make a menstruating woman less attractive and thus less likely to
have sex (Hembroft 2010, 59) so as to avoid potentially conceiving a child
classified as ‘untouchable.” It has been well established that in Brahmanical
patriarchy, “women are crucial in maintaining the boundaries between castes”
(Chakravarti 2003, 34). Controlling women’s sexuality preserves closed
boundaries of caste and ensures ‘generational purity’ in terms of who they
copulate with and, I argue, in terms of when they copulate, that is whether
they are menstruating or not. For caste creation and control are dependent
upon the control of some men and all women for specific (re)productive
purposes (Chakravarti 2003, 45).

Analysis of religious menstrual practices at the communal, structural level
show the role they play in determining, communicating, and maintaining
identities, hierarchies, and culture itself. In both Jewish and Hindu contexts,
there is an underlying motive of communicating sexual unavailability during
menstruation. Given that in both Hinduism and Judaism intercourse with
a menstruant results in a cursed or defiled state of being for a child should
one be conceived, this motivation can be read as a patriarchal desire to ensure
progeny of a specific identity and thus the assurance of a continued, bounded
community. At the same time, since intercourse with a menstruant commu-
nicates impurity to a male partner in both contexts, it can be read as a tac-
tic to prevent transmitting impurity through threatening the status of a child
should one be conceived. Avishai’s work shows how, regardless of how this
underlying motivation is interpreted, observance of menstrual laws on an
individual level can also communicate something about one’s idea to a larger
community (religious vs. secular identity). Similarly, the menarche ritual from
Tamil Nadu is chiefly concerned with communicating the changed social
status of the menarchal girl, who has become a young woman, to the larger
community (Cohen 2017). While such rituals follow religious and cultural
rules, in this example “Tamil culture is [also] being generated through the
performance of a ritual in the form of the girl’s coming-of-age [ Ma7ical Nir
Attu] ceremony” as well (Sekine 2011, 184).

Menstruation as Catalyst for Religious Change

The avenues explored thus far help explain the Sabarimala Temple controversy,
described at the beginning of the chapter. Initially, outcry centered on the sex-
ism and misogyny perceived to be symbolized within the ban rather than a desire
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to actually enter the Temple (Azad 2015). Following the Supreme Court’s 2018
ruling, however, women have attempted to actually enter Sabarimala as devo-
tees (BBC 2019) demonstrating both a symbolic and literal alteration of a cen-
turies-old tradition. But as this chapter’s inquiry into Manu Smriti has shown,
it is no surprise that “the Sabarimala conflict is also closely bound with India’s
reckoning with caste” (Nair 2019). In fact, the Supreme Court ruling was
passed in the “egalitarian spirit” of the early twentieth-century Temple Entry
movement, which sought to secure entrance for individuals from all castes into
Hindu temples (Jeffery 1976). The ongoing debate between those who sup-
port the traditional Sabarimala ban and those in support of the Supreme Court’s
ruling, which has been described as pitting “dominant-caste Keralites” against
competing interests (Nair 2019), underscores the deeply entwined relationship
between menstruation-linked discrimination, gender-based discrimination, and
caste-based discrimination. The Sabarimala controversy is a prime example of
how pulling on the strings of menstruation and religion results in pulling on the
strings of much more than ‘impurity’ and shows how activism responding specit-
ically to menstruation has the potential to become activism responding to larger
issues of systemic discrimination.

Menstruation has been a site for religious institutional transformation in
a Jewish context as well. While the Talmudic text primarily locates author-
ity on issues of Niddah with male rabbis, during the late twentieth and early
twenty-first centuries, women have claimed Niddah as their own authorita-
tive realm, producing a “niddah cultural industry” (Avishai 2008, 415).
This industry includes resources for women with legal questions regarding
the Laws of Niddah, marriage, sexuality, and women’s health and includes
a new leadership role for women within Orthodox communities, the Yoetzet
Hualacha (Women Halachic Advisor) who guides observance of the Laws
of Niddah (Nishmat’s Women’s Health and Halacha, n.d.). In some lib-
eral Jewish communities, the practice of monthly immersion in the migvah
for married and sexually active unmarried women has been claimed as a val-
ued practice open to personal interpretation with an emphasis on renewal
and reflection rather than purification. Migvaot open to Jews of all denom-
inational backgrounds and all sexual orientations, such as Mayim Hayim
and ImmerseNYC, highlight immersion, whether monthly after menstru-
ation or corresponding to any life transition, as a ritual of transformation
rather than impurity. Menstruation and its associated practices, rituals, and
restrictions have compelled the emergence of new ritual leadership roles for
women (Yoetzet Halacha), the reclaiming, reinterpretation, and continu-
ance of rituals (miqvak and menarche rituals), and Supreme Court rulings
intended to promote egalitarianism and a spirit of equality. Indeed, these
menstruation-focused examples affirm that women’s agency can manifest in
diverse ways and can motivate the protest against and rejection of menstrual
restrictions as well as the reclaiming and adjusting of certain rituals—both
of which ultimately have bearing on religious traditions and cultures, them-
selves, overall.
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CONCLUSION

There is a rich relationship between menstruation and religion offering
many avenues for inquiry. Religiously motivated menstrual observances
have become a primary site through which this relationship is explored. The
ways in which those practices are claimed as an inherent part of one’s reli-
gion, rejected as too restricting and /or misogynistic, or re-claimed with alter-
ations make them worthy of further study. Research into menstruation and
religion should certainly include the following considerations: what codified
and/or inherited explanations are provided for religious menstrual practices?
Do women develop their own explanations? What are the larger contexts for
understanding menstruation and menstrual practices in this religion? How
do individuals engage with and feel about menstrual laws and practices? How
have menstrual practices and observances changed over time?

But as this chapter demonstrates, a critical menstruation studies approach
to menstruation and religion is situated in other axes of engagement as well.
Through engaging menstruation as a theoretical concept and physiologi-
cal reality in the broad contexts of Judaism and Hinduism, this chapter has
contextualized menstrual practices within larger religious purity systems,
exploring the complex intersection of menstruation and religion beyond a
framework of restrictions. This chapter has approached menstrual practices
through an inquiry into what and how they contribute to better understand-
ing the ways a religious community defines and (re)produces itself. As such, it
shifts away from the question of merely wondering how religious women may
meaningfully navigate compliance with menstrual practices. It has demon-
strated that menstruation can be read as a site through which women’s sex-
uality—and by extension the boundaries of the religious community and
maintenance of social hierarchies—are controlled according to particular ide-
ologies, producing the idea that women are bearers of tradition and respon-
sible for the wellbeing of the family, society, and religion itself. At the same
time, menstruation and menstrual practices can become vehicles for change
and innovation within religious contexts. The communal and institutional
elements of menstruation within religion are important to include in men-
struation and religion discourse, especially those concerned with policy issues
and behavior modifications, for they highlight the larger referential systems
that are so essential to any type of change involving menstruation within the
context of religion.

NOTES

1. For a detailed account see “An Abbreviated History of the Development
of the Jewish Menstrual Laws,” by Tirzah Meacham in Women and Water:
Menstruation in Jewish Life and Law, edited by Rachel Wasserfall (1999). For
analysis of how theories of menstruation have changed over time within Judaism
see Steinberg (1997).
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2. Ayurveda offers an additional framework through which menstruation and
menstrual restrictions can be understood, although there is not space here for
discussion. Traditional Ayruvedic texts do not associate menstruation with pol-
lution or negativity and instead discuss menstruation in the context of concep-
tion, noting that the days of menstruation are not conducive to conception
(Leslie 1994, 69). For an Ayruvedic contextualization of menstruation see
Hembroft (2010), Joseph (2015), Leslie (1994).

3. There are diverse interpretations of and ways of relating to this Vedic story;
see Flueckiger (2013, 103) for an account of how women in Andhra Pradesh
understand it positively, explaining it suggests women’s unparalleled generosity,
strength, and power.

4. For more on the relationship between menarche rituals and divinity see Judy
Grahn’s metaformic theory (1993); for further analysis of this menarche cere-
mony and its variations see Kapadia (1995), Bhattacharyya (1975), Ram (1996).
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CHAPTER 12

Personal Narrative: Out of the Mikvah,
into the World

Tova Mirvis

The ritual bath was housed in the back of my parents’ Orthodox synagogue,
with a separate entrance to ensure privacy. Inside, there was a bathroom with
a shower and tub, and in an adjacent room, the small pool—a mikvah—with
enough space for one person to stand with her arms outstretched.! Above
was a large round opening in the wall through which the attendant could
watch and ensure that every part of the woman was fully under the water.

“Are you excited? Are you nervous?” my mother asked me as we walked
in, a few nights before my wedding.

“Both,” T admitted.

As a bride, I was required to immerse in order to be sexually permissible to
my husband. As a wife, I would be required to do this every month.

In preparation, I’d soaked in a tub, cut my nails, scrubbed my calluses.
I forced a comb through my thick hair. The comb ripped out strands of my
hair but I wanted to follow the laws precisely.

In the months prior, I’d been studying the religious laws that would now
apply to me, sitting around the dining room table of a rabbi’s wife.

“This is beautiful,” she told me and the dozen other engaged young
women, about the rules of Jewish family purity. When we had our periods
and for the seven days following, we were in a state of impurity: we couldn’t
touch our husbands—no sex, not a hug, not a handshake. Once our periods
had ceased, we were to check ourselves for any remaining smudges or stains.
When we believed ourselves to be clean, we were to leave the cloths inside us
for thirty minutes, just to be sure, and then start counting seven clean days.
Only at the end of these could we immerse in the mikvah and once again be
permissible.
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In high school, equally strict rules of modesty had touched down on my
body: high school, safety pins were kept in the office to fasten shut a low-cut
blouse or a skirt with an offending slit. Mothers had to be called if a new skirt
needed to be procured; a spare skirt was kept in the office for those times
when a mother wasn’t reachable. Our knees, elbows, and hair were discussed
in black-scripted rabbinic texts, featured prominently in the school rules, in
notes sent home reporting infractions. We were always subject to inspection,
our bodies divided and measured and mapped. The rules were written across
my body, mapped onto my skin, my hair, my thighs. Now that I was getting
married, they were poised to enter my body as well.

You don’t have to feel that way, 1 chided myself whenever I felt a slow burn
of resistance. Contrary to how it might appear, this was not an invasion of
the most private sphere of my body. This was not an issue of a woman being
deemed impure. Shape it and twist it, change it and smooth it—some sort of
machine inside my head, skilled at reprocessing and reconfiguring any torn
bits into a smooth whole in whose billowing folds I could still seek comfort.
Quibble, if necessary, with some of the details, parse the interpretations, sum-
mon various rabbinic figures to bolster or support—anything to prevent my
body from whispering a small silent 70.

I called the mikvah attendant so she could check me for any dangling cuti-
cles or stray hairs that would constitute a separation between my body and
the waters.

“I’m ready,” I told her.

I descended the steps. Here was the portal to adult life—once a girl, now a
woman.

* %

I went to the mikvah every month of my marriage. I tallied the days of my
period. I checked my underwear for any signs of blood. With the small white
cloths, I inspected myself for staining.

“This is beautiful,” I still told myself, but when I got to the mikvah, all I
wanted to do was get in and out as quickly as possible.

It didn’t matter how I felt about the rules, just as long as I followed them.
I wanted to remain Orthodox, at all cost. Sometimes, in synagogue, I noticed
that I stood with my arms folded across my chest, my fingers tightly digging
into my arms as though I needed to hold myself intact. Sometimes, I felt like
the hats I wore to synagogue were compressing my head, my thoughts, all
of me. But even so, I was Orthodox, even though I sometimes doubted. It
seemed less a statement of what I believed than a truth of who I was—its
language, its rhythms, its customs, all part of me. Its weaknesses, its battle-
grounds, its shortcomings, part of me as well.

Once I completed the required preparations, the mikvah attendant
checked my back for any stray hairs that would constitute a prohibited sepa-
ration between my body and the water. She examined my nails for any rem-
nants of polish. She checked that my toenails had been clipped and scrubbed.
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Everywhere you were supposed to be covered, yet as an Orthodox woman,
you were always subject to inspection.

“Can you comb your hair a little better?” she asked me one time.

I was surprised—she’d never before said much to me, only picked a few
hairs off my back or motioned to a hangnail I needed to snip.

I went back into the bathroom, held the comb to my hair, and looked in
the mirror, feeling as though I’d been tasked with subduing the most resist-
ant parts of myself.

Do you believe in it? 1 asked myself, a question I tried to avoid.

I looked at my hair. I wasn’t going to comb it again.

“I can’t,” I told the attendant when I emerged from the room again.

She raised her eyebrows in confusion.

“I can’t,” I said again. Nothing in my life felt as certain as this one
sentence.

With a small, perturbed shake of her head, she quickly inspected the rest
of my body. Maybe she saw the resoluteness in my eyes. Maybe she was cal-
culating that the sin would be on my ledger, not hers. Maybe I would be
inspected more thoroughly in the future, the mikvah equivalent of a no-fly
list.

With resigned approval, she watched as I went under the water, my fists
loosely clenched, my eyes lightly closed. I felt pinned in place like the bugs
in the collection I’d had to amass for my sixth-grade science class. I’d caught
spiders and beetles and moths in a glass jar and placed a cotton ball soaked
with nail-polish remover inside. I’d watched, horrified and fascinated, as they
flittered and scurried then slowed, their legs no longer moving, their wings
no longer flapping. When they were dead, I carefully emptied them onto a
Styrofoam board and stuck a pin through each hard body.

“Kosher,” she pronounced. “Kosher.”

* %

I couldn’t go back. At the thought of it, my chest tightened, as though my
ribs were curling, each into a small silent #o.

But I couldn’t not go either—the wheels of my marriage would have
ground to a halt. Without the mikvah there could be no sex. And without
shared observance, I couldn’t imagine how we would exist together. My
husband and I had signed a marriage contract, but another contract existed
between us, equally binding and unchangeable, in which we agreed that we
would always be Orthodox.

As a compromise, I started going to a non-Orthodox mikvah whose mis-
sion was to reinvent this ritual. Instead of inspecting me, the mikvah guide
dimmed the lights and asked me how she could help make my experience
more meaningful.

But I felt closed to the experience. I wasn’t here in search of a meaningful
ritual—I was here because I had to be, here to submit my body to rules, even
if I didn’t necessarily believe in them.
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A few years later, a friend from our synagogue called me. “Do you want to
do something a little crazy?” she asked.

To my surprise, she wanted me to go with her to a nearby lake and be the
equivalent of the mikvah attendant as she immersed. Like me, she could no
longer bring herself to go to the Orthodox mikvah where she usually went.

Going to the lake did sound a little crazy, but in a good way. It was night-
time, and I could barely see my friend as she walked out into the lake, wrig-
gled out of her bathing suit and went under. She had complied with the rules
but also found a way around them. When I got home that night, I wondered
how much longer I could continue to do that as well. I lay awake, thinking
about street performers I’d seen a few months before, who folded themselves,
arms over legs over necks, into smaller and smaller glass boxes: seemingly
impossible feats but I knew all too well the feeling of having to contort your-
self to fit inside.

The next month, when it was time for me to go to the mikvah, I also went
to the lake. With my friend standing by the edge of the water, I waded out,
slipped off my bathing suit and went under.

Alone in the water, my body made ripples that floated across the still sur-
face. I lay on my back, took in the moon, which was low and full, and the sky
lit with stars. I didn’t think of myself as someone who would be moved by a
lake or a night sky, yet I felt some softness and easing in my body, some relax-
ing of my always compressed state. If there was any sliver of meaning for me,
it lay in the feeling of being away from the rules, away from the official eyes.

In the end, when I left, both the rules of Orthodox Judaism and my mar-
riage, I remembered this feeling. The urge to leave had started to feel like a
physical rising from inside. No, every part of me knew. No, I wasn’t willing to
live in accordance with the rules, and #o, I didn’t believe, really believe, their
rules contained the ultimate truth, and no, I couldn’t keep trying to tuck
away this feeling, and 7o, I was no longer willing to follow without believing.

The next time I was in a lake, after I’d left, I swam out far out into the
water, where I floated on my back, staring up at the sky domed above me and
the trees circling all around. In the absence of the rules, my life felt as unmap-
pable as the water I was in. But inside my chest, there was now a widened,
no-longer-knotted feeling, as though more space has been created between
my ribs. I was in this lake not to cleanse myself or purify myself but to open
myself as wide as I could be.

NoOTE

1. “Out of the Mikvah, into the World” by Tova Mirvas was first published on
September 19, 2017 in The Lenny Letter. It is excerpted from the 2018 mem-
oir The Book of Separation. Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. Reprinted with
permission. No further reproduction or distribution of the material is allowed
without permission from the publisher.
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CHAPTER 13

Personal Narrative: Caste Is My Period

Deepthi Sukumar

The Sabarimala temple in Kerala is considered by Hindus to be one of the
holiest of temples in India. According to Hindu mythology, Lord Ayyappan
of the Sabarimala temple is believed to be a bachelor who has taken an oath
of celibacy. The temple, which sees a large annual pilgrimage of more than 20
million people, prohibits the entry of women of menstruating age (between
10 and 50 years). A Supreme Court judgment in September 2018 granted
women of all age groups entry into the temple, breaking the age-old tradi-
tion. The efforts of the state government to implement the Supreme Court
order was met with widespread and violent protests supported by many main-
stream political parties, including a large number of women. Even women
who self-identified as feminists joined in the protest against allowing men-
struating women into the Sabarimala temple. A prominent female member of
parliament went so far as to say, “Would you take sanitary napkins seeped in
menstrual blood and walk into a friend’s home? You could not. And would
you think it is respectable to do the same thing when you are walking into
the house of God?” (NDTV 2018). The common belief in India is that men-
struating women are impure and polluting. Religion and culture have placed
taboos on menstruating women in every space they occupy—at home, at
work, and at places of worship. At home, a menstruating woman is prohib-
ited from preparing food, touching pickle, curd and spice containers, cook-
ing utensils, and even entering the kitchen and puja room (a sacred room
where idols are kept and worshipped). In agricultural work, she is told not to
touch the crops as they will die. These taboos are so widespread that Procter
and Gamble, a U.S. multi-national company, used the campaign “Touch the
Pickle’ to draw attention to menstrual taboos, targeting urban middle-class
women as a marketing strategy for their “‘Whisper’ menstrual pads. The cam-
paign went viral and won the Grand Prix award in Glass Lion Category at
Cannes in 2015.
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Though an urban middle-class Indian woman, I did not experience these
menstrual taboos or restrictions. As a Dalit, my culture is different. Dalits do
not practice menstrual taboos. I was never considered or treated as polluting
and impure within my own household at any time even during my periods.
But ‘upper caste’ people including menstruating ‘upper caste’ women consid-
ered me to be impure and polluting even when I was not menstruating. The
caste system in India is the Hindu social structure that places people by birth
in a hierarchy based on ritual purity. Brahmins (priestly class) are at the top of
the Hindu social order, followed by Kshatriyas (soldiers), Vysyas (traders and
merchants), and Shudras (slaves and servants for the three higher castes). The
Dalits are outside the caste system and considered to be polluting, impure,
and untouchable by all other caste groups. To maintain the social hierar-
chy and inequality, the caste system has historically discriminated against the
Dalits using economic and social prohibitions based on the notions of purity
and pollution. Dalits were not allowed to pursue an education or own arti-
cles or economic assets relating to wealth and property. The exclusion was
complete by allowing only the lowest and unclean occupations such as agri-
cultural work, removing carcasses of dead animals, cleaning human excreta
and dead bodies. In the process, Dalits became culturally different. For exam-
ple, pickle-making is an ‘upper caste’ culture. Pickle-making allows families
to preserve food and avoid waste when there is abundance. It is not seen in
Dalit households, where there is only scarcity and deprivation, so my mother,
grandmothers, and members of my extended family did not make pickles.

Dalit housing is spatially segregated and is considered untouchable and
polluting by the dominant caste groups. When Dalits themselves and their
entire environs are considered to be polluting and untouchable, becoming
impure only during our menstruation just did not arise. The women in my
family did agricultural labor for daily wages and food. The menstrual taboo
of not touching crops did not apply to us. In general, all menstrual taboos
are based on the separation of purity and pollution and therefore could not
be applied to Dalit women, as we are considered impure and polluting from
birth until death.

But even with this different culture, I still felt guilt and shame when I got
my first period. My vagina was making an uncontrollable mess. My menstrual
blood was a nuisance, and I felt I had to hide it. The first bleeding was mild.
I managed to wipe and dab with pieces of cloth, which I then threw away.
When my white petticoat and school uniform skirt were stained, I hid them.
My mother found these clothes and asked me about them. I told her I had
cut my finger while sharpening a pencil and wiped the blood on my clothes.
She accepted my explanation, but she kept a lookout. Her suspicion was con-
firmed the first day of my next period. She told my elder sister to explain to
me what to do. My sister tore up an old sari into menstrual pad-sized bits
and showed me how to wrap and fold them into a pad and wear it. I had to
tie a cord, a strip of cloth torn from the same old sari, around my waist then
place the cloth pad over my groin between my legs. Next, I had to tie the two
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ends of the pad to the string. This was all necessary to keep the pad in place.
From then on it was a ‘stressful period” every month. Feelings of shame and
guilt came and went periodically unexplained. Bloodstains on my dress due to
ill-fitting pads made me feel ashamed and the vaginal blood gave me feelings
of guilt. Nobody explained menstruation to me, so I did not understand why
blood came out of my vagina. Though my family members did not explicitly
tell me anything, I just felt that I must hide it.

My own menstruation made me hypersensitive to other women’s periods,
including my many ‘upper caste’ classmates in school. In my first period,
I hid it and in my next, I was told very quietly how to deal with it. In con-
trast, when my ‘upper caste’ peers got their first period, their families cel-
ebrated it with rituals, new clothes, and feasting. The puberty celebrations
also known as ‘coming of age’ or ‘becoming a big girl” are to inform the
community about the availability of a girl for marriage. I would wonder at
this because the same family that celebrates menstruation also deems it pol-
luting. When I went to their houses for schoolwork or other peer-related
business, I would always stand or sit outside their house on the verandah,
never entering their homes. Though caste and untouchability were never
explained to me, I somehow knew I was different from my ‘upper caste’
classmates. I knew there was some ‘problem’ with my identity and it meant
that I was not allowed to go inside ‘their’ houses. But as I stood on the
veranda, I would not be alone. Often a woman from the house would also
be there on the veranda. My classmate explained that her mother was ‘out-
of-doors’ because she was menstruating and she should not touch any article
in the house except those kept aside for her ‘out-of-doors’ time—a water
container, a plate, and a stick. I grew to feel sorry for these women when
I saw them sitting outside with their plate and stick, signaling to everyone
that they were menstruating. But then I would remember that these same
women [ pitied insisted I stand outside their home at 2// times, and after
I left, they sprinkled ‘holy” water on the place where I stood. Whether men-
struating or not, Dalit women are considered impure and polluting.

In college, I went to an all-women hostel, where a new world of periods
opened for me. Here we said, “I have the chums” when we had our periods.
I began to wear store-bought sanitary pads—the cheaper brand without the
plastic lining. Even with these pads, my days of blood-stained clothes con-
tinued. But here in the all-women hostel I stopped feeling ashamed or guilty.
The college hostel was open to all. Girls from all castes and religions lived
together in an equal space. We did not know or ask about each other’s caste
and class identities. We were aware that our different levels of self-esteem and
confidence came from our different social backgrounds, but it did not go fur-
ther than that. Everyone here had periods. Blood stains on dresses and dis-
posing pads in the toilet bin were treated as matter of fact. There were no
menstrual taboos. It was as if menstruation was an equalizer.

In the college hostel, we had a system to dispose of menstrual pads. I
wrapped them in newspaper and put them in the trash bins. At that time,
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I did not give a thought to what happened to them after that. But now
I remember that there were women who moved silently, trying to be as invis-
ible as possible. They cleaned the toilets and took away the soiled pads. I
know now that these women belonged to the same Dalit community as mine.

But when I went back from the hostel, to my home or anywhere else,
things remained the same. I still felt I had to be secretive about my periods.
Hiding pads and newspapers while taking them into the toilet became an art.
If there were no bins inside the toilet, I did not know what to do with the
pad. I felt ashamed to carry the pad around looking for a bin. Once, at home,
I flushed the pad down the toilet and almost committed a murder. The drain
got clogged. The manual scavenger (a Dalit who is forced into unclean occu-
pations of cleaning latrines and sewers) was engaged. He stripped down to his
loin cloth, entered through the manhole, into the blocked drain with a rope
tied to his waist and held by another man standing outside. Soon there was a
tug on the rope and the scavenger was pulled up, holding my pad in his hand.
He came out and looked straight at me, as I was the only person there who
could have used that pad. Being from my community he used my mother
tongue to tell me, “I could have died today in that manhole, thank God I
came out alive.” Though both of us were Dalits, we were divided further and
set in a social hierarchy of our occupations. I also had the added advantage of
my fore-parents having converted to Christianity, which helped my father to
get a college education and escape from the caste-based occupations of clean-
ing human excreta and menstrual waste.

By the patriarchal and caste notions of purity and pollution, all women are
considered impure and untouchable during menstruation. But for Dalits, pol-
lution and untouchability starts from birth and never ends. The ‘upper caste’
women become polluting and untouchable only when they are menstruating.
But, even during her periods, when she herself becomes an untouchable, the
‘upper caste” woman holds the Dalits, both male and female, as untouchable
and polluting, periods or no periods.

At their core, the menstrual taboos are designed to maintain the systems
of caste and patriarchy for the dominance of the touchable caste men. To pre-
serve and maintain caste purity, marriages are arranged within the same caste,
and women are prohibited from having marital or sexual relations with men
of ‘lower castes.” Menstrual taboos that deem women impure and polluting
in their periods contribute to the belief system that women are inferior. This
menstrual shaming of women’s bodies into impure and inferior objects has
allowed the male to dominate and control women and their sexuality. Women
are made to carry the burden of protecting the supremacy and purity of the
male and his caste with deeply ingrained cultural practices such as menstrual
segregation, ritual fasting by women to protect the men, and covering the
head and face in a male presence.

Most ‘upper caste’ feminist campaigns do not address the role of caste in
menstrual taboos. As a Dalit woman, I have never been able to engage or
relate to them. They do not challenge that caste and patriarchy have designed
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and planted traditions and behavior for ‘upper caste’ women to diligently
follow and be responsible to uphold the ‘purity’ of their caste. Menstrual
behavior and taboos are part and parcel of the caste and patriarchal design to
maintain the hierarchy of caste structure by propagating and using the belief
system of purity and pollution. Feminists protesting for the entry of men-
struating women to the Sabarimala temple are reiterating the untouchability
reference made in the Supreme Court judgment with the hashtag ‘#women
are not untouchable.” But they do not see untouchability and gender ine-
quality through the lens of intersectionality. The focus is more on the inclu-
sion of menstruating women than on the patriarchal features of the temple
in the glorification and protection of male celibacy and the purification ritu-
als therein. The discourse is silent on the problem of ritual purity being the
patriarchal mechanism to maintain social inequality and the caste system. It
ignores that the Dalit woman and her particular and complex problems—un-
touchability, caste discrimination, and oppression—are different from that of
a menstruating ‘upper caste’ woman, yet linked to the same patriarchal and
casteist scheme. The recent protests, which have raised menstruation to an
unprecedented level on the gender debate, should become the entry point
for addressing the role of caste and patriarchy in the complex oppression
faced by Dalit women. The subject of menstrual taboos is the right context
to understand gender inequality and oppression within the framework of
intersectionality.
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CHAPTER 14

Menstrual Taboos: Moving Beyond the Curse

Alma Gottlieb

[Megyn Kelly] starts asking me all sorts of vidiculous questions . . . you could see there was
blood coming out of her eyes, blood coming out of her wherever.

—U.S. presidential candidate, Donald Trump, commenting on hard-hitting

questioning by journalist Megyn Kelly. (Beckwith 2015)

The day after a challenging U.S. presidential debate, then-candidate Donald
Trump complained about a female journalist’s tough questions by appealing
to biological reductionism. His seemingly ambiguous reference to ‘her wher-
ever’ clearly intended to signify ‘vagina’—thereby evoking menstrual blood,
and its presumed adverse effects.

In appealing to menstrual blood as the go-to explanation for a female
journalist’s emphatic interviewing style, Trump revealed that he (like many
others) views women as different from men in two crucial ways: ruled by
their biology, and naturally meek. If women behave assertively—in ways
widely admired for men but disparaged for women—their supposedly
out-of-character behavior must be dictated by something beyond their con-
trol. That ‘something’ is often assumed to be hormones organized around
the menstrual cycle, prompting menstruating women to express out-of-
control emotions, especially anger. In implicitly yet legibly evoking such long-
standing gender stereotypes, Donald Trump signaled that menstrual taboos
remain alive and well in the contemporary world.

In this chapter, I explore both historical and contemporary structures
that undergird menstrual stereotypes and taboos. In the first section, I chart
some religious foundations underlying widespread notions that menstruating

In memory of Franz Steiner—brilliant scholar of taboo who died before his time from
the after-effects of stigma.
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women cause suffering both to themselves and others. I also explore some
communities whose residents offer less negative interpretations. Here, I build
on the work of Blood Magic: The Anthropology of Menstruation (Buckley and
Gottlieb 1988b), a collection of feminist essays that helped inaugurate the
modern anthropological study of menstruation practices and beliefs around
the world. That collection introduced readers to a striking diversity of men-
strual experiences, especially in the Global South. The essays argued that,
despite shared biological roots, individuals and communities perceive and
experience menstruation in enormously different ways, for reasons encom-
passing religious, political, demographic, and economic factors.

Today, lines between the Global South and the Global North are blurring.
Examples of sometimes parallel, sometimes divergent menstrual experiences
that appear below should remind readers that focusing on essentializing dis-
tinctions between ‘us’ and ‘them’ makes sense neither ethnographically nor
ethically. In the second section, I explore briefly some important ways that
diverse individuals and organizations are challenging classic stereotypes and
taboos surrounding menstruation, forging an emerging global movement of
menstrual activism (see Bozelko [Chapter 5]; Bobel and Fahs [Chapter 717;
Nyanzi [Chapter 42]; Weiss-Wolf [Chapter 41]; and Lewis [Chapter 58] in
this volume). As with the meanings of taboos themselves, these acts of chal-
lenging taboos take various forms and involve diverse individuals across reli-
gion, ethnicity, class, caste, gender identity, and other factors.

UNDERSTANDING AND RESPECTING TABOOS

In the United States, the catch-all term ‘PMS’—short for ‘premenstrual syn-
drome’—describes any otherwise-unexplained physical or emotional affliction
that women of menstruating age experience before their menstrual period.
(Though technically inaccurate, in many popular contexts, PMS is even
evoked during and after menstrual periods.) In some accounts, a version of
this condition reportedly affects up to 90% of all women (U.S. Department
of Health and Human Services 2018). By definition, any ‘syndrome’ is some-
thing of a medical mystery (Mukherjee 2009). Anecdotally, patients report a
set of co-occurring medical symptoms. However, science has not identified a
shared cause. If and when such a cause is identified, the moniker ‘syndrome’
drops off, and a new name for an actual disease is assigned. With ‘PMS,’
more than 150 symptoms have found shelter under this very wide umbrella
(Studd et al., n.d.; cf. Stolberg 2000). Since no scientific research has isolated
a common etiology of these symptoms, the scientific justification for ‘PMS’
remains dubious (DeLuca 2015).

Even so, PMS has been creatively adapted into a popular neologism by
being turned into a verb—as in, “she’s PMS-ing.” Despite the long list of
symptoms, this neologism typically indexes just one symptom: the supposed
tendency for a menstruating woman to lose control of her emotions in
general, and to express annoyance, critique, or anger in particular (Gottlieb
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1988a). Both women and men who highlight this focus may evoke hormones
to explain why they oppose women’s holding top political positions, which
they claim would imperil citizens, due to unpredictable decisions (for exam-
ple, Bradner 2015). To minimize the supposed risks of undisciplined behav-
ior, modern menstruating women remain subject to new versions of ancient
taboos, whose exploration will be at the center of this chapter.

Taboo

For many modern readers, the word ‘taboo’ unconsciously evokes ‘primitive’
peoples from long ago or far away—people who unthinkingly obey(ed) arbi-
trary rules that restrict their lives and thoughts. Yet, images of menstruation
as symbolically polluting retain strong staying power in a world ostensibly
ruled by science (cf. Coronil 1997; Goffman 1963; Little 2012; Miner 1956;
Moeran 2014). Even highly educated women perpetuate menstrual taboos
in intimate and public ways alike. Robust research across several decades on
the many euphemisms women use for their periods signals how sociologi-
cally taboo it remains for women in many settings to discuss this basic bio-
logical function (for example, Cauterucci 2016; Chrisler 2011; Ernster 1975;
Thornton 2013). No matter their metaphoric content, these euphemisms
share one goal: to avoid clear biological descriptors such as ‘menstruation,’
‘menstrual period,” or ‘period’ (Kissling 1996; Newton 2016; for examples
beyond English, see Escaja 2018; Ren, Simon, and Wu 2018).

Words tell a story. So do efforts to avoid words. The discursive act of
substituting euphemisms for certain words brings us straight to the terri-
tory of taboo. Words to be avoided carry what the philosopher John Austin
(1962) dubbed an “anti-illocutionary force”—the opposite of the illocution-
ary force conveyed by words that are spoken (rather than avoided). Words
silenced by euphemisms put us square in the realm of the “magical power
of words,” as anthropologist S. ]J. Tambiah termed it (1968). Uttering
phrases normally avoided violates the taboo—incurring emotional, soci-
ological, spiritual, and/or political risks (cf. Allan and Burridge 2006;
Pedraza 2018).

Why do words describing a biological process experienced by half our
species have this symbolic power? I suggest that, in many parts of the world,
the effort to circumvent speaking about menstruation in simple, neutral,
or scientific terms and to rely, instead, on euphemisms that often involve
shame and/or censure has deep roots in patriarchal ideology inherent in
the Jewish and Christian traditions (and later adopted in Islam) (cf. Buckley
and Gottlieb 1988a, 32). Of the many English-language euphemisms docu-
mented by scholars, one phrase recurs: “the curse.” In a study conducted in
Oregon, 50% of English-speaking women (aged 18-80) referred to menstrual
periods as “the curse” (Lee 1994).
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Menstruation as Curse

Why a curse? At one level, one might cite certain biological facts that could
produce this dramatically negative view. Menstrual blood differs in many ways
from venous blood. It cannot clot (Yang etal. 2012). It flows only from a
single place in the body. It stops flowing of its own accord and should not
be staunched; an obstructed flow (or amenorrhea) generally signals a prob-
lem such as polyps, fibroids, an eating disorder, a birth defect, or a genetic
disorder (Pinkerton 2017). Although it may cause suffering, it rarely causes
unstoppable hemorrhaging, hence it is rarely lethal. Menstrual blood is
typically associated with only one gender—although, as discussed below, not
universally. Perhaps a combination of these characteristics has endowed men-
strual blood with mystical properties; hence, menstrual blood might readily
become subject to taboos—mystically based rules that govern who may (and
may not) touch, see, or speak about it (Steiner 1956).

However, none of these characteristics should inevitably produce a notion
of a spiritual curse causing women’s menstrual suffering. Rather, in Western/
ized nations, the widespread concept of menstruation-as-curse likely derives
from one specific religious tradition: the Jewish and Christian traditions’ sacred
text, the Bible. In the Hebrew Bible (a.k.a. the Pentateuch or Old Testament
in Christianity), the first book, Genesis, explains that the mythical first woman,
Eve, disobeyed her god by eating a forbidden apple. While Genesis names
the pain of childbirth, not menstruation, as the curse for Eve’s transgression,
the Bible’s third book, Leviticus, mentions the pain of menstruation and lists
required and forbidden activities for menstruating women. Perhaps build-
ing on early Mesopotamian ideas about purity (Morrow 2017), generations
of Bible readers—both Jewish and, later, Christian—have associated the two
stories, such that menstruation is widely considered, and named, a curse like
childbirth. As O’Grady has written (2003, 5):

many biblical commentators throughout history have viewed the Levitical
menstrual prohibitions as divine punishment for the sinful nature of woman,
which, through the actions of Eve, effected the fall of humankind. Menstruation
becomes the divine “curse” of women.

As early as the sixth century, Pope Gregory made this association, and across the
ensuing 15 centuries, the popular interpretation has had authoritative theologi-
cal foundations (Wood 1981, 713-14). One scholar argued that Hebrew Bible-
based menstrual taboos account for the continuing exclusion of women from
high office in many Jewish and Christian congregations, organizations, and
communities (Phipps 1980; see also Cohen [Chapter 11] in this volume). As
the third Abrahamic religion, Islam’s sacred book, the Qu’ran, retained a ver-
sion of these views, with menstruation deemed a “painful condition.” In most
modern Muslim communities, fasting during Ramadan, entering a mosque,
praying, having sex, and making the full pilgrimage to Mecca are all forbidden



14 MENSTRUAL TABOOS: MOVING BEYOND THE CURSE 147

for menstruating women (Ahmed 2015; Haleem 2011), although the textual
basis of these injunctions is sometimes debated (Lizzio 2013; cf. Mazuz 2012;
see also Maharaj and Winkler [Chapter 15] in this volume).

In short, the menstrual lessons of Genesis and Leviticus have cast a wide
shadow across both time and space. Although Jews have always consti-
tuted a tiny proportion of humans (in 2015, a mere 0.2%—see Hackett and
McClendon 2017), their religious heirs—first Christians, then Muslims—have
expanded to constitute, collectively, some 54% of the world’s contemporary
population (Pew Research Center 2015). From many centuries of mission-
ary and military activity, the impact of these two proselytizing religions has
meant that virtually no community anywhere remains untouched by one or
another of their teachings (for example, Comaroft and Comaroft [1991]
1997; Pawlikova-Vilhanova 2007), and menstrual lessons stemming from the
three religions are widely known and accepted (although Hinduism and other
religions may have their own origins for menstrual taboos). My discussion
of the Jewish-Christian-Muslim tradition of ‘the curse’ is intentionally broad
here, precisely because it is a dominant (though not hegemonic) perspec-
tive across much of the world, despite local variations, interpretations, and
contestations.

If the dominant legacy of the Jewish-Christian-Muslim heritage propagates
an image of menstruation-as-curse, what, exactly, is meant by the term? The
Oxford English Dictionary (OED) defines a curse as: “la. An utterance con-
signing, or supposed or intended to consign, (a person or thing) to spiritual
and temporal evil, the vengeance of the deity, the blasting of malignant fate,
etc. It may be uttered by the deity, or by persons supposed to speak in his
[sic] name, or to be listened to by him [sic].” This definition signals that cer-
tain unfortunate events presumably emanate from spiritual entities. A later
definition further highlights the notion of divine punishment: “4a. The evil
inflicted by divine (or supernatural) power in response to an imprecation,
or in the way of retributive punishment.” Implied in both definitions is an
assumption of inevitability. The very notion of a god relies on the assertion
of a power greater than that of humans. If a god curses a human, the suffer-
ing is, by definition, inexorable. A further OED definition specifically links
women’s menstrual experience with such inevitable suffering—“4d. the curse:
menstruation. colloquinl.”

With the notion of a curse come specific behaviors and practices that, typi-
cally, communities require and women internalize. In communities influenced
by the three Abrahamic religions and not (yet) experiencing challenges to
their orthodoxies, notions of symbolic ‘pollution” and ‘stigma’ typically join
that of ‘the curse’ to ostracize menstruating girls and women on discursive,
conceptual, and physical registers. ‘Pollution’ normatively becomes the com-
munity idiom through which ‘stigma’ assigns menstruators blame for the
symbolic danger they represent. Even when religious discourses are absent,
a powerful ‘yuck factor’ frequently teaches menstruators to maintain their
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distance from non-menstruators (and vice versa), both verbally and spatially.
In these ways, conventional expectations concerning taboo behavior spread
well beyond communities oriented around the Bible or the Qur’an. But are
all taboos created equal?

Taboo as Movally Neutral

In its original context, the Polynesian word, tapu—irom which we derive
the English ‘taboo’—refers to a state of being too powerful to discuss or
act on (Steiner 1956). In Polynesian societies, neither positive nor negative
associations inevitably apply; the word simply evokes the notion of morally
neutral power. When applied to earlier menstrual practices in Polynesian
societies, tapu often lacked negative associations of stigma.

For example, in some Austronesian language-speaking societies in
Polynesia, such as the Micronesian atoll of Ulithi, menstruators were tradi-
tionally categorized as tapn and, as such, were required to distance them-
selves from the community, in offsite buildings (Lessa 1966). But such
‘menstrual huts’ normally drew several menstruating women at once. Taking
advantage of what the philosopher Alfred Schutz (1967) might have classified
as “consociality,” co-menstruating women in the same structure often pur-
sued crafts and other relaxing activities together. In this way, what an outsider
might have perceived as a stigmatizing exile could feel like a welcome space of
female sociability and rest. On the nearby island of Yap, women maintained
a similar tradition. In the 1990s, they renamed the building for menstruat-
ing women the Faliyon Women Association’s Cultural Center (Beardsley
1999). Among the Kwaio, yet another Austronesian-speaking community
on the Solomon Islands, stringent menstrual taboos used to work to wom-
en’s advantage by giving them access to spiritual power of ancestors (Keesing
1982); however, more recently these taboos have worked against women, for
complicated reasons relating to anti-colonial protests and other components
of modernity (Akin 2003). Their situation demonstrates the dynamic nature
of taboos, which may change meanings across eras.

The notion of power as morally neutral, including as it relates to menstru-
ation, exists far beyond Polynesia. In West Africa, the Beng people of Cote
d’Ivoire traditionally partake of this view, using power in both supportive
and destructive ways (Gottlieb 1989, 1992). This nuanced orientation con-
trasts markedly with a dominant Western ethos, which, rooted in the binary
thinking of Plato and other ancient scholars, typically insists on moral deci-
siveness and excludes moral ambiguity: Things are either good or bad—
not both or neither. By contrast, with a conceptual orientation rooted in
non-binary thought, the Beng view taboos as morally neutral.

Menstruating Beng women are subject to several taboos, including pro-
hibitions on entering the forest, where their fields are located (otherwise
they may experience difficulty in their next childbirth), and on touching
a corpse (otherwise they may suffer a state of perpetual menstruation).
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However, these two prohibitions do not derive from a view of menstrual
blood as inherently evil or polluting. Rather, menstrual blood is considered a
symbol of human fertility, hence it should be separated from both vegetal fer-
tility (agricultural fields) and death (corpses) (Gottlieb 1992). An indigenous
male priest (or “Master of the Earth”) of the Beng religion, Kouassi Kokla,
explained:

Menstrual blood is special because it carries in it a living being. It works like
a tree. Before bearing fruit, a tree must first bear flowers. Menstrual blood is
like the flower: it must emerge before the fruit—the baby—is born. Childbirth
is like a tree finally bearing fruit, which the woman then gathers. (personal
communication with author)

In evoking this metaphor, Kokla implied that menstrual taboos do not
derive from pollution ideologies. Rather, they separate two kinds of fertility
(human vs. vegetable), and they separate life (human fertility symbolized by
menstrual blood) from death (corpses). This view of menstrual taboos speaks
to broader ontological axioms, rather than patriarchal notions of female pol-
lution. The fact that red palm nut sauce cooked for many hours by a menstru-
ating woman is considered by most Beng people to be the most delicious of
the many sauces locally available further signals a positive view of menstrua-
tion held by men and women alike (Gottlieb 1988b).

Taboo as Movally Ambivalent

Taboos may link to visions that are fully positive, fully negative, or neutral.
They may also, in some communities, signal ambiguity, even ambivalence. As
documented by a British colonial officer’s report, in the early twentieth cen-
tury the Asante people of Ghana held a morally ambivalent valuation of men-
struation. According to Rattray’s 1927 study, menstruating Asante girls and
women traditionally maintained numerous taboos, including avoiding cook-
ing for any adult men (including a husband), swearing an oath, crossing cer-
tain rivers deemed sacred, and touching certain drums and amulets. In earlier
days, if a menstruating woman entered the shrine where ancestral stools were
kept, she would have been immediately killed (74-75). These practices imply
a view of menstrual blood and menstruating women as polluting and evil in
the extreme.

However, these taboos, along with the draconian punishment for their
violators, only told part of the story. Traditional Asante priests incorporated
menstrual blood into mystically powerful brooms (kunkuma) that purportedly
protected them from mystical harm (Rattray 1927, 14). This practice sug-
gests a view of menstrual blood as both powerful and able to be harnessed for
good. Indeed, the above-mentioned taboos were kept from fear that a men-
struating woman’s spiritual powers were so strong that they could annul men’s
powers (Rattray 1927, 75). More recently, an indigenous scholar reported



150 A GOTTLIEB

that Asante women may still use menstrual blood to make “love charms and
potions” (Agyekum 2002, 377).

Adding further complexity to menstruation’s moral biography, Asante com-
munities traditionally celebrated menarche with an empowering ritual. Publicly
seated beneath an enormous, beautiful, hand-made umbrella of the sort nor-
mally reserved for kings, queen mothers, and chiefs, girls menstruating for
the first time traditionally received gifts and congratulations, while commu-
nity members sang and danced in their honor (Rattray 1927, 69-74). Some
reports suggest that the ritual, called bragoro, remains vibrant today (Agyekum
2002, 380; Akwasi 2018). In the 1990s, this ritual proved important enough
for some migrating families to bring to New York (Daniels 1991).

The ambivalence outlined above finds expression in language. Euphemisms
for menstruation in the Akan languages spoken by the Asante and other lin-
guistically related groups include phrases that emphasize “indisposition”
and “seclusion” (Agyekum 2002, 372) and view menstruation as “toxic,”
“polluting,” “revolting,” and “dreadful” (ibid., 374). However, these
negative terms are counterbalanced by phrases that emphasize “transition”
(ibid., 379-81), “menstruation as a protective visitor” (ibid., 382), and “the
importance (power, purification, and fertility) of menstruation” (ibid., 374;
original emphasis), and that suggest pride in “the fertility and societal recog-
nition of the female” (ibid., 367). The official euphemism to tell an Asante
queen mother that an Asante girl under her jurisdiction has her first period
is the phrase, o-a-yebra—literally, “she has been made perfect” (ibid., 380).
In short, the complex set of Asante practices surrounding menstrual blood
includes both extremely negative and extremely positive associations. A multi-
layered view of menstrual symbolism among the Asante leads us far beyond a
simple model of menstruation-as-pollution.

Such multilayered perspectives on menstruation exist in many other com-
munities. For example, among the native Yurok of northern California, aris-
tocratic women celebrated their periods with ten days of rituals that accrued
prestige to them by heightening spiritual powers, while commoners lacked
this privilege (Buckley 1988). In southern India, social class (inflected by
the traditional Hindu caste system) shapes menstrual experiences differently.
There, menarche rituals still practiced today teach young women ambiguous
lessons about their sexuality and social position: Girls learn that their periods
are sources of power that may either enhance or disrupt their families’ sense
of honor and caste standing and, for that reason, they must be monitored
carefully (Cardift 2016; see also Sukumar [Chapter 13] in this volume). On
the Balinese island of Indonesia (historically influenced strongly by India),
menstruating women refrain from entering a Hindu temple, cooking, hav-
ing sex, and touching certain objects of men. In some circumstances, they
must even sit atop a trash heap. At the same time, all menstruating women
enjoy the symbolic status of a 7aja, or prince (Pedersen 2002). Even so, class
further distinguishes menstruating women’s experiences. High-caste Balinese
women may enjoy prestige from their periods, yet they must also adhere
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to additional menstrual (and other) restrictions that significantly limit their
autonomy. Low-caste women may not receive prestige from their periods
nor face extensive menstrual restrictions, but their overall lower status may
leave them feeling oppressed for different reasons (Pedersen 2002, 309-11).
The complicated Yurok and Balinese cases argue for a nuanced approach that
prioritizes local experiences and acknowledges multilayered value systems.
Rather than starting from an assumption of menstrual experience as a biolog-
ical given that identically shapes all menstruators in a community, the diverse
anthropological record urges us to start inductively. How do individual men-
struators experience their periods: How do others perceive them? And how
do local value systems, power structures, and menstrual technologies shape
these perceptions? These questions provide the most productive starting
points for any menstrual inquiry.

Taboo and Shame

In contrast to the cases just discussed, Western interpretations of tapu have
emphasized an exclusively negative moral valuation of taboo, for reasons, as
noted earlier, related to the dominant philosophical orientation of dualism
(Buckley and Gottlieb 1988a). With this emphasis on menstruation as taboo,
a girl or woman in such communities who speaks openly of her period, espe-
cially if boys or men are present, is considered scandalous (Brumberg 1993;
Houppert 1999).

In communities pervaded by such expectations, speaking of menstrual
experiences even with medical staff may produce shame. In one study
in Sweden, only 38% of women who suffered from excessive menstrual
bleeding reported their condition to their doctors (Kadir, Edlund, and
von Mackensen 2010). One medical researcher suggested, “Social taboos
related to menstruation . . . may explain why women have a reluctance to
discuss issues relating to menstruation with clinicians, especially male clini-
cians” (McLintock 2018, 24). Researchers point out that when the taboo
on discussing menstruation applies to medical staff, health risks may result.
Moreover, reluctance to seek help and information can lead to misunder-
standing that can incline some women to seek unnecessary hysterecto-
mies (O’Flynn 2006) or neglect detection of endometriosis (Seear 2009).
A recent editorial in The Lancet (2018), notes: “In the UK, nearly 80% of
adolescent girls have experienced concerning menstrual symptoms (such as
unusually heavy or irregular bleeding) but hadn’t consulted a health pro-
fessional; 27% of those said they were too embarrassed to discuss the topic.
The rooted silence surrounding periods is putting lives at risk.”

It is not just words that are problematic. Equally powerful social expecta-
tions restrain behavior surrounding menstruating and menstruators. As I have
suggested, the biblical story of menstruation-as-curse is widespread, especially
in Western(ized) nations—but not universal. I have mentioned several com-
munities in Africa and Asia in which the biblical /qur’anic interpretation of
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menstruation as a curse has no hold; many other such communities exist else-
where (for example Baldy 2018; Hoskins 2002a; Maggi 2002). Even so, not
all women accept dominant norms, even when influenced by the Bible or the
Qur’an. These norms may appear universal because of their broad discursive
power, but they are not hegemonic. Moreover, the ways that menstruators
challenge taboos vary from community to community and from person to
person. In the next section, I survey some contemporary challenges to nor-
mative, taboo-based menstrual regimes; many of these find fuller discussion in
other chapters in this collection.

MENSTRUAL Porrtics: DEFYING TABOOS

Increasingly, women around the globe confront and contest inequalities that
some menstrual taboos create. In this section, I briefly survey some of these
social protests. The heterogeneity of this menstrual activism echoes the diver-
sity of the taboos’ meanings and social contexts. As with the act of following
taboos, decisions to contest them originate in diverse motivations and have
diverse repercussions.

An Emerging Menstrual Movement

Culturally rooted taboos have proven difficult to contest. However, once
challenged systematically, taboos may erode surprisingly quickly. The ground-
swell of political action now protesting menstrual product taxes, sick leave
inequity, unaffordability and environmental unsustainability of menstrual
supplies, and toxicity in menstrual products becomes an instantly effective
rejection of taboo—merely by publicly acknowledging menstruation in the
first place. Put differently, challenging menstrual taboos revalues the experi-
ence of menstruation by normalizing it; menstrual blood becomes another
ordinary bodily substance. Popular new texts challenge menstrual taboos
(Stein and Kim 2009; Weiss-Wolf 2017), whether through memoirs (Farrell
2018), manifestos (Okamoto 2018), educational comic books (Gupta
etal., n.d.), fiction (Walter 2016), or coloring books (Clemmer 2016).
Menstruation-themed websites, podcasts, and blogs abound (for example,
Bell 2014; Clancy, n.d.; Nilson, n.d.; Williams, n.d.). Smartphone apps help
women track their cycles (Wortham 2014). “Menstrual Hygiene Day” pro-
motes global conversations (About Menstrual Hygiene [MH] Day, n.d.).
Menstruating athletes run marathons while ‘free bleeding’—trailing 26 miles
of blood to protest menstrual stigma (Gandhi 2015). Politicians position
themselves publicly as ‘period rights activists’ (TedMed, n.d.). These diverse
projects announce new approaches that, however distinct their specific origins
and goals, together challenge longstanding menstrual taboos.
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Challenging Menstrual Taboos

What happens when activists weaponize menstrual blood itself? In contest-
ing inequalities, some activists use blood as a symbolic signifier, rendering
public what normally remains private. Women of Northern Ireland harnessed
this potent symbolism in a jailhouse protest. When 30 women who had been
imprisoned for their fight for independence from Great Britain suffered egre-
gious treatment in jail, they organized in 1980 to smear their menstrual
blood on the prison walls (O’Keefe 2006). This protest took its force sim-
ply by violating standard menstrual taboos. The dramatic demonstration not
only caught the attention of prison guards; one scholar argues that the ‘Dirty
Protest,” as it came to be called, later empowered a full-blown ‘republican
feminism’ advocating a wide variety of women’s rights beyond full independ-
ence from the UK. For example, it resulted in a landmark policy document
approved by Sinn Féin (Northern Ireland’s main nationalist party) arguing
for “increased access to divorce, public childcare, childcare to be shared by
both parents, free and accessible contraception [...], [and] non-directive
pregnancy counseling and sex education” (ibid., 550-51). This case suggests
that menstrual politics offer powerful options for women simultaneously
exploiting and exploding menstrual taboos in support of broad social justice
movements.

With the menstrual movement gaining force, some scholars warn of
Eurocentric bias inadvertently introduced by efforts that ignore local men-
strual culture and import culturally specific ideas about hygiene (Baldy 2016;
Bobel 2019; Khoja-Moolji and Ohito 2018; Lahiri-Dutt 2014). As the men-
strual movement spreads, such warnings will no doubt gain force. For exam-
ple, not all menstruators endeavor to catch their flow of blood. Perhaps the
most well-documented community of ‘free bleeders’ is that of the Rungus
people of Borneo, whose longhouses elevated on stilts feature a space accom-
modating free-flowing menstrual blood:

During the time of heaviest flow a woman chooses less strenuous tasks which can
be performed while sitting on the longhouse verandah. She sits with her skirt
discreetly pulled up and her legs covered with a cloth . . . If she gets up to move
about she simply flushes the floor of [widely spaced] bamboo slats with water
from a bamboo tube which is kept handy to clean up after all messes, including
puddling babies [who urinate freely], and [other] spills. (Appell 1988, 110)

This publicly visible practice contributes to men and boys accepting menstru-
ation as a normal and natural occurrence in women’s lives (ibid.).

Such a space for free bleeding requires another luxury—the time to sit
and bleed, without having to do strenuous work. Elsewhere, such moments
characterize ‘menstrual huts’ as spaces for contemplation, relaxation, or
spiritual renewal (Baldy 2018; Buckley 1988). However, some of these struc-
tures notoriously carry dangers because of their location. In some commu-
nities in the Far-Western region of Nepal, these include exposure to extreme
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weather, wildlife, and sexual assault (for example, Kadariya and Aro 2015;
see also Rothchild and Piya [Chapter 66] in this volume). Although Nepal
has criminalized these huts, and some Nepalese activists seek to abolish the
institution—sometimes after observing menstrual-hut-based tragedy (White,
Sharma, and Das 2013)—some communities continue to use them (Alayyan
and Agence France-Presse 2017; Thorpe 2016). The Nepalese case reminds
us to listen to the multiplicity of voices and perspectives seeking effective ways
to address the strictures, and dangers, of some menstrual taboos.

Israel presents another scenario. There, some Ethiopian Jewish immigrants
have brought their tradition of menstrual shelters to their new country—
adapting immigration center caravans and, later, building small structures
in their own back yards. For these women, retaining a modern version of
menstrual structures becomes a means of asserting ethnic identity in a new
land, and a counter-protest against a frequently unwelcoming environment
(Cicurel and Sharaby 2007). In that sense, these women evoke the logic
of Muslim feminists in Egypt, Iran, and elsewhere who have insisted on
‘re-veiling” as a political statement of independence, after colonial European
powers compelled them to abandon their veils (Scott 2007). These and other
cases attest to how defying taboos can take many forms—from opposing
traditional menstrual practices to reclaiming them.

Getting Creative with Activism

It is now over 40 years since Gloria Steinem (1978) published her pathbreak-
ing, counterfactual, feminist fantasy, “If Men Could Menstruate.” Hundreds
of thousands of women have likely read that essay; many of those readers are
now raising their own daughters and granddaughters. These grand /mothers
have rethought their menstrual experiences and are socializing girls to speak
openly of all things period-related. Some host parties to celebrate first peri-
ods (for example, Bobel 2010), sometimes borrowing from empowering
menarche rituals of communities they have read about, such as those of the
Asante. These grand/mothers may simply aim to break the taboo against
discussing menstruation. Others aim to implant in their girls a positive view
of menstrual blood, even evoking women’s sacred powers of fertility, per-
haps taking inspiration from new menstrual rituals (Amberston 1994). Still
others ally themselves loosely with a ‘neo-pagan’ identity, reimagining their
relationship to the Christian icon Mary Magdalene, sometimes even leaving
menstrual offerings while on pilgrimages in France and Spain (Fedele 2014).
Elsewhere, artists produce paintings, mixed-media, video, and performance
art pieces depicting menstrual experiences, sometimes using menstrual blood
as their medium (Fahs 2016; Kutis 2019; Manica and Rios 2017). This new
creative energy further signals the multiple connotations of menstrual blood
among both menstruators and non-menstruators.

This variety of approaches also encompasses gender identity. Long ago,
anthropologist Ian Hogbin ([1970] 1996) documented an “island of
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menstruating men” in New Guinea, where Wogeo men engaged in monthly
“sub-incision” rituals. Cutting their penis, Wogeo men produced blood to
purify themselves of what Wogeo religion claimed is pollution caused by the
act of heterosexual sex. In this ritual, Wogeo men imitated the menstrual
cycle of women—which, the Wogeo said, accomplished naturally the same
aim of purifying women’s bodies from the pollution of sex.

Although their motivations and strategies differ, some young menstrual
activists beyond New Guinea likewise claim that women do not hold a
monopoly on menstruation (nor do all women menstruate regularly). In
a conference panel addressing transgender identities in menstrual expe-
riences, Clemmer (2017) urged the audience: “Why have a ‘feminine
hygiene” aisle? . . . Don’t assume women =menstruators (and vice versa).
... We need to give up [using] ‘feminine products’ and other outdated
phrases. . . . We need to avoid the conversation being just about cis-
women!” In the same panel, another activist commented, “There are some
companies that specifically make products for trans[-gendered]| people.
That’s great, but NO companies should include gendered language that
erases trans/non-binary identities. . . . ALL products should be gender-
inclusive, including of trans people” (Pierce 2017).

With such comments, activist youth challenge the classic binary oppo-
sition distinguishing male from female. Echoing work on the cultural con-
struction of gender by the farsighted Margaret Mead (1935, 1949), these
menstrual activists are reimagining the menstrual experience from the ground
up—and insisting (as anthropologists are wont to do) on its plural nature.
The impressive variety of forms that individuals, communities, and organiza-
tions are taking to challenge debilitating menstrual taboos further supports
the key point noted thirty years ago by anthropologists (Buckley and Gottlieb
1988b): menstrual blood, as with other bodily fluids and processes, holds
different meanings for different individuals and across diverse communities. It
follows that challenging, defying, and reimagining these meanings also takes a
variety of forms.

CONCLUDING THOUGHTS

In 2009, Nigerian writer Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie powerfully reminded a
“TED Talk” audience of “the danger of a single story.” As edited collections
of anthropological work have demonstrated (Buckley and Gottlieb 1988a;
Hoskins 2002b), research in communities around the world documents the
striking variety of individuals’ experiences of menstruation. Along with the
variety of communities’ normative attitudes and claims regarding menstrual
blood, the global portrait of menstruation supports Adichie’s general point.
It is true that biblical and, later, qur’anic views of menstrual blood as
dirty, pain-inducing, and/or polluting—and of menstruating women as
cursed—have traveled globally. However, as this chapter suggests, members
of some indigenous communities continue to hold more positive, nuanced,
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or complicated views of menstruation. Moreover, in recent years, the quasi-
hegemonic, Jewish and Christian view of menstrual blood as caused by a dei-
ty’s curse—therefore polluting and stigmatizing— increasingly encounters
resistance in the Western world. Furthermore, with ever-expanding global
communications, both in person and online, the lines dividing experiences in
the Global South and the Global North are blurring. One product of this
impactful border-crossing is that negative attitudes regarding menstruation,
along with hygienic and social practices, are beginning to change—in some
places, both rapidly and for the better.

REFERENCES

About Menstrual Hygiene (MH) Day. n.d. http://menstrualhygieneday.org/about/
about-mhday/.

Adichie, Chimamanda Ngozi. 2009. “The Danger of a Single Story.” TED
Global Talk. Filmed July. http://www.ted.com/talks /chimamanda_adichie_
the_danger_of a_single_story?language=en.

Agyekum, Kofi. 2002. “Menstruation as a Verbal Taboo among the Akan of Ghana.”
Journal of Contemporary Ethnography 58 (2): 367-87.

Ahmed, Beenish. 2015. “Bloody Hell: Does Religion Punish Women for
Menstruating?”  Vice, June 20. https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/7bdbw9 /
bloody-hell-menstruating-while-religious-235.

Akin, David. 2003. “Concealment, Confession, and Innovation in Kwaio Women’s
Taboos.” American Ethnologist 30 (3): 381-400.

Akwasi, Tiffany. 2018. “Puberty Rites in Ghana-Types and Significance.” Accessed
June 4, 2019. https://yen.com.gh/108440-this-yen-gh-believes-our-manifesto.
html#108440.

Alayyan, Sarra, and Agence France-Presse. 2017. “Nepal Bans Use of ‘Menstrual
Huts’ to Banish Women from Homes.” The Telegraph, August 9. https://
www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017 /08 /09 /nepalbans-use-menstrual-
huts-banish-women-homes/.

Allan, Keith, and Kate Burridge. 2006. Forbidden Words: Taboo and the Censoring of
Language. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Amberston, Celu. 1994. Blessings of the Blood: A Book of Menstrual Ritunls for Women.
Vancouver: Beach Holme Publisher.

Appell, Laura. 1988. “Menstruation among the Rungus of Borneo: An Unmarked
Category.” In Blood Maygic: The Anthropology of Menstruation, edited by Thomas
Buckley and Alma Gottlieb, 94-112. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Austin, John. 1962. How to Do Things with Words. Oxford: Clarendon Press.

Baldy, C. Risling. 2016. “mini-k’iwh’e:n (For that Purpose—I Consider Things)
(Re)writing and (Re)righting Indigenous Menstrual Practices to Intervene on
Contemporary Menstrual Discourse and the Politics of Taboo.” Cultural Studies
< Critical Methodologies 17 (1): 21-29.

. 2018. We Are Dancing for You: Native Feminisms and the Revitalization of
Women’s Coming-of-Age Ceremonies. Seattle: University of Washington Press.

Beardsley, Felicia R. 1999. “Yap Menstrual Hut-Yap State, Federated State of
Micronesia.” Micronesian Diary: A Continuing Report from the Field, April 10.
http://www.intangible.org /Features /micronesia/text/Yapl2.html.



http://menstrualhygieneday.org/about/about-mhday/
http://menstrualhygieneday.org/about/about-mhday/
http://www.ted.com/talks/chimamanda_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story%3flanguage%3den
http://www.ted.com/talks/chimamanda_adichie_the_danger_of_a_single_story%3flanguage%3den
https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/7bdbw9/bloody-hell-menstruating-while-religious-235
https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/7bdbw9/bloody-hell-menstruating-while-religious-235
https://yen.com.gh/108440-this-yen-gh-believes-our-manifesto.html#108440
https://yen.com.gh/108440-this-yen-gh-believes-our-manifesto.html#108440
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/08/09/nepalbans-use-menstrual-huts-banish-women-homes/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/08/09/nepalbans-use-menstrual-huts-banish-women-homes/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2017/08/09/nepalbans-use-menstrual-huts-banish-women-homes/
http://www.intangible.org/Features/micronesia/text/Yap12.html

14 MENSTRUAL TABOOS: MOVING BEYOND THE CURSE 157

Beckwith, Ryan Teague. 2015. “Trump: Debate Moderator Had ‘Blood Coming Out
of Her Wherever.”” Time, August 8.

Bell, Adey. 2014. “3 Ways to Have a More Potent Period . . . for Good.” YouTube,
April 29. https: / /www.youtube.com/watch?v=K_vwPtoTzMY.

Bobel, Chris. 2010. New Blood: Third-Wave Feminism and the Politics of Menstruation.
New Brunswick: Rutgers University Press.

. 2019. The Managed Body: Developing Girls and Menstrual Henlth in the
Global South. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.

Bradner, Eric. 2015. “Businesswoman Stands by Her Man-Only View of Presidency.”
CNN Politics, April 18. https://www.cnn.com/2015 /04 /18 /politics /ceo-wom-
en-shouldnt-be-president/index.html.

Brumberg, Joan Jacobs. 1993. “‘Something Happens to Girls:” Menarche and the
Emergence of the Modern American Hygienic Imperative.” Journal of the History
of Sexuality 4 (1): 99-127.

Buckley, Thomas. 1988. “Menstruation and the Power of Yurok Women.” In Blood
Muayyic: The Anthropology of Menstruation, edited by Thomas Buckley and Alma
Gottlieb, 187-209. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Buckley, Thomas, and Alma Gottlieb. 1988a. “A Critical Appraisal of Theories of
Menstrual Symbolism.” In Blood Magic: The Anthropology of Menstruation, edited
by Thomas Buckley and Alma Gottlieb, 1-53. Berkeley: University of California
Press.

——— cds. 1988b. Blood Magic: The Anthropology of Menstruation. Berkeley:
University of California Press.

Cardiff, Cassandra. 2016. “The Gendering Period: Menarche and Womanhood in
Low-income Communities of Bengaluru, India.” M.Phil. thesis, Development
Studies, Department of International Development/Queen Elizabeth House/St.
Cross/College, University of Oxford.

Cauterucci, Christina. 2016. “Embracing ‘the Blob’ and Other Period Euphemisms.”
XX Factor: What Women Really Think, March 1. http://www.slate.com/blogs/
xx_factor/2016,/03 /01 /euphemisms_for_periods_are_the_best.html.

Chrisler, Joan C. 2011. “Leaks, Lumps, and Lines: Stigma and Women’s Bodies.”
Psychology of Women Quarterly 35 (2): 202-14.

Cicurel, Inbal, and Rachel Sharaby. 2007. “Women in the Menstruation Huts:
Variations in Preserving Purification Customs among Ethiopian Immigrants.”
Journal of Feminist Studies in Religion 23 (2): 69-84.

Clancy, Kate. n.d. “Period. With Kate Clancy.” http://kateclancy.com.

Clemmer, Cass. 2016. The Adventures of Toni the Tampon: A Period Coloring Book.
N.p.: Bloody Queer Publishing.

. 2017. “Comments in Panel on ‘The Menstrual Movement: Gender
Inclusivity’.” PeriodCon (Conference Organized by Period: The Menstrual
Movement), New York, NY, November 18.

Comaroff, John, and Jean Comaroftf. (1991) 1997. Of Revelation and Revolution. 2
vols. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Coronil, Fernando. 1997. The Mayical State: Nature, Money, and Modernity in
Venezueln. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Daniels, Lee A. 1991. “Child Becomes Woman in Traditional Akan Rite.”
New York Times, July 15. Accessed June 3, 2019. https://www.nytimes.
com/1991/07 /15 /nyregion/child-becomes-woman-in-traditional-akan-rite.
html?searchResultPosition=4.



https://www.youtube.com/watch%3fv%3dK_vwPtoTzMY
https://www.cnn.com/2015/04/18/politics/ceo-women-shouldnt-be-president/index.html
https://www.cnn.com/2015/04/18/politics/ceo-women-shouldnt-be-president/index.html
http://www.slate.com/blogs/xx_factor/2016/03/01/euphemisms_for_periods_are_the_best.html
http://www.slate.com/blogs/xx_factor/2016/03/01/euphemisms_for_periods_are_the_best.html
http://kateclancy.com
https://www.nytimes.com/1991/07/15/nyregion/child-becomes-woman-in-traditional-akan-rite.html%3fsearchResultPosition%3d4
https://www.nytimes.com/1991/07/15/nyregion/child-becomes-woman-in-traditional-akan-rite.html%3fsearchResultPosition%3d4
https://www.nytimes.com/1991/07/15/nyregion/child-becomes-woman-in-traditional-akan-rite.html%3fsearchResultPosition%3d4

158 A GOTTLIEB

DeLuca, Robyn Stein. (2014) 2015. “The Good News about PMS.” Ted Talk, March
17, 2015. https: //www.youtube.com /watch?v=al8KiPiVLyY.

Ernster, V. L. 1975. “American Menstrual Expressions.” Sex Roles 1 (1): 3-13.

Escaja, Tina. 2018. “13 Lunas 13/13 Moons 13: A Video-Project about Sexuality
and Menstruation.” Journal of International Women’s Studies 19 (3): 215-24.

Fahs, Breanne. 2016. “Smear It on Your Face: Menstrual Art, Performance, and Zines
as Menstrual Activism.” In Owt for Blood: Essays on Menstruation and Resistance,
105-16. Albany: SUNY Press.

Farrell, Kate, ed. 2018. Period: Twelve Voices Tell the Bloody Truth. New York:
Macmillan.

Fedele, Anna. 2014. “Reversing Eve’s Curse: Mary Magdalene, Mother Earth and the
Creative Ritualization of Menstruation.” Journal of Ritual Studies 28 (2): 23-36.
Gandhi, Kiran. 2015. “Here’s Why I Ran the London Marathon on the First Day
of My Period—And Chose Not to Wear a Tampon.” The Independent, August
14. https: / /www.independent.co.uk /voices/comment/heres-why-i-ran-the-
london-marathon-on-the-first-day-of-my-period-and-chose-not-to-wear-a-tam-

pon-10455176.html.

Goftman, Erving. 1963. Stigma: Notes on the Management of Spoiled Identity. New
York: Simon and Schuster.

Gottlieb, Alma. 1988a. “American Premenstrual Syndrome: A Mute Voice.”
Anthropology Today 4 (6): 10-13.

. 1988b. “Menstrual Cosmology among the Beng of Ivory Coast.” In Blood

Magic: The Anthropology of Menstruation, edited by Thomas Buckley and Alma

Gottlieb, 55-74. Berkeley: University of California Press.

. 1989. “Witches, Kings, and the Sacrifice of Identity; or, The Power of

Paradox and the Paradox of Power among the Beng of Ivory Coast.” In Creativity

of Power: Cosmology and Action in African Societies, edited by W. Arens and Ivan

Karp, 245-71. Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press.

. 1992, Under the Kapok Tree: Identity and Difference in Beng Thought.
Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

Gupta, Aditi, et al. n.d. Menstrupedia Comic: The Friendly Guide to Periods for Givls.
Accessed June 5, 2019. https: //www.menstrupedia.com.

Hackett, Conrad, and David McClendon. 2017. “Christians Remain World’s Largest
Religious Group, but They Are Declining in Europe.” Pew Research Center,
FacTank, News in the Numbers, April 5. https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-
tank /2017 /04 /05 /christians-remain-worlds-largest-religious-group-but-they-are-de-
clining-in-europe /ft_17-04-05_projectionsupdate_globalpop640px/.

Haleem, M. A. S. Abdel. 2011. “Euphemism in the Qur’an: A Case Study of Marital
Relations as Depicted in Q. 2:222-3.” Journal of Qui’anic Studies 13 (1): 125-31.

Hogbin, Ian. (1970) 1996. The Island of Menstruation Men: Religion in Wogeo, New
Guinen. N.p.: Waveland Press.

Hoskins, Janet. 2002a. “The Menstrual Hut and The Witch’s Lair in Two Eastern
Indonesian Societies.” Ethnology 41 (4): 317-33.

, ed. 2002b. “Blood Mysteries: Beyond Menstruation as Pollution.” Ethnology
41 (4): 299-390 (special issue).

Houppert, Karen. 1999. The Curse: Confronting the Last Unmentionable Taboo. New
York: Farrar, Strauss & Giroux.

Kadariya, Shanti, and Arja R. Aro. 2015. “Chaupadi Practice in Nepal: Analysis of
Ethical Aspects.” Medicolegal and Bioethics 5: 53-58. https://www.dovepress.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aI8KiPiVLyY
https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/comment/heres-why-i-ran-the-london-marathon-on-the-first-day-of-my-period-and-chose-not-to-wear-a-tampon-10455176.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/comment/heres-why-i-ran-the-london-marathon-on-the-first-day-of-my-period-and-chose-not-to-wear-a-tampon-10455176.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/comment/heres-why-i-ran-the-london-marathon-on-the-first-day-of-my-period-and-chose-not-to-wear-a-tampon-10455176.html
https://www.menstrupedia.com
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/04/05/christians-remain-worlds-largest-religious-group-but-they-are-declining-in-europe/ft_17%e2%80%9304-05_projectionsupdate_globalpop640px/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/04/05/christians-remain-worlds-largest-religious-group-but-they-are-declining-in-europe/ft_17%e2%80%9304-05_projectionsupdate_globalpop640px/
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/04/05/christians-remain-worlds-largest-religious-group-but-they-are-declining-in-europe/ft_17%e2%80%9304-05_projectionsupdate_globalpop640px/
https://www.dovepress.com/chhaupadi-practice-in-nepal-ndash-analysis-of-ethical-aspects-peer-reviewed-fulltext-article-MB

14 MENSTRUAL TABOOS: MOVING BEYOND THE CURSE 159

com/chhaupadi-practice-in-nepal-ndash-analysis-of-ethical-aspects-peer-re-
viewed-fulltext-article-MB.

Kadir, R. A., M. Edlund, and S. von Mackensen. 2010. “The Impact of Menstrual
Disorders on Quality of Life in Women with Inherited Bleeding Disorders.”
Huaemophilin 16 (5): 832-39.

Keesing, Roger. 1982. Kwaio Religion: The Living and the Dead in a Solomon Islands
Society. New York: Columbia University Press.

Khoja-Moolji, Shenila, and Esther O. Ohito. 2018. “Containing the Leakiness of
Impure Inhumans: Bleeding Third-World Bodies and the Confining Cultural
Politics of Menstrual Hygiene Campaigns.” In Youth Sexualities: Public Feelings
and Contemporary Cultural Politics, edited by Susan Talburt, 107-28. Santa
Barbara, CA: ABL-CIO Press.

Kissling, Elizabeth Arveda. 1996. ““That’s Just a Basic Teen-age Rule:’ Girls’
Linguistic Strategies for Managing the Menstrual Communication Taboo.” Journal
of Applied Communication Research 24 (4): 292-309.

Kutis, Barbara. 2019. “The Contemporary Art of Menstruation: Embracing Taboos,
Breaking Boundaries, and Making Art.” In Menstruation Now: What Does Blood
Perform? edited by Berkeley Kaite, 109-34. Ontario: Demeter Press.

Lahiri-Dutt, Kuntala. 2014. “Medicalising Menstruation: A Feminist Critique of the
Political Economy of Menstrual Hygiene Management in South Asia.” Gender,
Place and Culture: A Journal of Feminist Geography 22 (8): 1-19.

Lancet, The. 2018. Editorial: “Normalising Menstruation, Empowering Girls.”
The Lancet/Child & Adolescent Health 2, no. 6 (June 1): 379. https://doi.
org,/10.1016,/52352-4642(18)30143-3.

Lee, Janet. 1994. “Menarche and the (Hetero)Sexualization of the Female Body.”
Gender & Society 8 (3): 43-62.

Lessa, William Armand. 1966. Ulithi: A Micronesian Design for Living. New York:
Holt, Rinehart & Winston.

Little, Peter C. 2012. “Another Angle on Pollution Experience: Toward an
Anthropology of the Emotional Ecology of Risk Mitigation.” Ethos: Journal of the
Society for Psychological Anthropology 40 (4): 431-52.

Lizzio, Celene Ayat. 2013. “Gendering Ritual: A Muslima’s Reading of the Laws of
Purity and Ritual Preclusion.” In Muslima Theology: The Voices of Muslim Women
Theologinns, edited by Ednan Aslan, Marcia Hermansen, and Elif Medeni, 167-80.
Bern, Switzerland: Peter Lang.

Maggi, Wynne. 2002. Our Women Are Free: Gender and Ethnicity in the Hindukush.
Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press.

Manica, Daniela Tonelli, and Clarice Rios. 2017. “(In)visible Blood: Menstrual
Performances and Body Art” (Dossier: On Rituals and Performances).
Vibrant: Virtual Brazilian Anthropology 14 (1). http://www.vibrant.org.br/
lastest-issue-v-14-n-1-01-042017 /.

Mazuz, Haggai. 2012. “Menstruation and Differentiation: How Muslims
Differentiated Themselves from Jews Regarding the Laws of Menstruation.” Der
Isinm (Berlin) 87 (1,/2): 204-23.

McLintock, Claire. 2018. “Women with Bleeding Disorders: Clinical and
Psychological Issues.” Haemophilin 24 (S6): 22-28. https://onlinelibrary.wiley.
com/doi/full /10.1111 /hae.13501.


https://www.dovepress.com/chhaupadi-practice-in-nepal-ndash-analysis-of-ethical-aspects-peer-reviewed-fulltext-article-MB
https://www.dovepress.com/chhaupadi-practice-in-nepal-ndash-analysis-of-ethical-aspects-peer-reviewed-fulltext-article-MB
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S2352-4642(18)30143-3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S2352-4642(18)30143-3
http://www.vibrant.org.br/lastest-issue-v-14-n-1-01-042017/
http://www.vibrant.org.br/lastest-issue-v-14-n-1-01-042017/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/hae.13501
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/hae.13501

160 A GOTTLIEB

Mead, Margaret. 1935. Sex and Temperament in Three Primitive Societies. New York:
William Morrow.

. 1949. Male and Female: A Study of the Sexes in o Changing World. New York:
William Morrow.

Miner, Horace. 1956. “Body Ritual among the Nacirema.” American Anthropologist
58 (3): 503-7.

Moeran, Brian. 2014. “Business, Anthropology, and Magical Systems: The Case
of Advertising.” 2014 Ethnographic Praxis in Industry Conference Proceedings,
119-32.

Morrow, Laura. 2017. “Israclite Ritual Law Concerning the Menstruant in Context:
Embodiment and Meaning in Ancient Mesopotamia and Ancient Israel.”
Unpublished paper, Andrews University. https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/
cgi/viewcontent.cgitarticle=1007 &context=papers.

Mukherjee, Purpa. 2009. “Difference between Syndrome and Disease.” Difference
between Similar Terms and Objects, October 29. http://www.differencebetween.
net/science/health /difference-between-syndrome-and-disease /.

Newton, Victoria Louise. 2016. “‘Auntie’s Come to Tea’: Menstrual Euphemism.” In
Everyday Discourses of Menstruation: Cultural and Socinl Perspectives, 133—45. New
York: Palgrave Macmillan/Springer.

Nilson, Ingrid. n.d. “Period Vids!” IngridNilsen. https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=bjHSxdR60b8&list=PLMIi3KIg6MX9HXhBJA94GXwS_W_DuS8tE.
O’Flynn, Norma. 2006. “Menstrual Symptoms: The Importance of Social Factors in

Women’s Experiences.” British Journal of General Practice 56 (533): 950-57.

O’Grady, Kathleen. 2003. “The Semantics of Taboo: Menstrual Prohibitions in the
Hebrew Bible.” In Wholly Woman, Holy Blood: A Feminist Critique of Purity and
Impurity, edited by Kristin De Troyer, et al., 1-28. Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press
International.

Okamoto, Nadya. 2018. Period Power: A Manifesto for the Menstrual Movement. New
York: Simon and Schuster.

O’Keefe, Theresa. 2006. “Menstrual Blood as a Weapon of Resistance.” International
of Feminist Journal of Politics 8 (4): 535-56.

Pawlikovi-Vilhanova, Viera. 2007. “Christion Missions in Africa & Their Role in the
Transformation of African Societies.” Asian and African Studies 16 (2): 249-60.
Pedersen, L. 2002. “Ambiguous Bleeding: Purity and Sacrifice in Bali.” Ethnology 41

(4): 303-15.

Pedraza, Andrea Pizarro. 2018. “Introduction.” In Linguistic Tnboo Revisited: Novel
Insights from Cognitive Perspectives, edited by Andrea Pizarro Pedraza, 1-9. Berlin/
Boston: Mouton De Gruyter.

Pew Research Center. 2015. “The Future of World Religions: Population Growth
Projections, 2010-2050.” Pew Research Center—Religion and Public Life, April 2.
http://www.pewforum.org,/2015 /04 /02 /religious-projections-2010-2050 /.

Phipps, William E. 1980. “The Menstrual Taboo in the Judeo-Christian Tradition.”
Journal of Religion and Health 19 (4): 298-303.

Pierce, Mason. 2017. “Comments in Panel on ‘The Menstrual Movement: Gender
Inclusivity’.” PeriodCon, New York, NY, November 18.

Pinkerton, Joanne V. 2017. “Absence of Menstrual Periods (Amenorrhea).” Merck
Manual—Professional Version. Accessed May 29, 2019. https://www.merckman-
uals.com/professional /gynecology-and-obstetrics/menstrual-abnormalities /
amenorrhea.



https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1007&context=papers
https://digitalcommons.andrews.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1007&context=papers
http://www.differencebetween.net/science/health/difference-between-syndrome-and-disease/
http://www.differencebetween.net/science/health/difference-between-syndrome-and-disease/
https://www.youtube.com/watch%3fv%3dbjHSxdR60b8%26list%3dPLMli3KIg6MX9HXhBJA94GXwS_W_Du8tiE
https://www.youtube.com/watch%3fv%3dbjHSxdR60b8%26list%3dPLMli3KIg6MX9HXhBJA94GXwS_W_Du8tiE
http://www.pewforum.org/2015/04/02/religious-projections-2010-2050/
https://www.merckmanuals.com/professional/gynecology-and-obstetrics/menstrual-abnormalities/amenorrhea
https://www.merckmanuals.com/professional/gynecology-and-obstetrics/menstrual-abnormalities/amenorrhea
https://www.merckmanuals.com/professional/gynecology-and-obstetrics/menstrual-abnormalities/amenorrhea

14 MENSTRUAL TABOOS: MOVING BEYOND THE CURSE 161

Rattray, R. S. 1927. Religion and Art in Ashanti. Oxtord: Clarendon Press.

Ren, Liqi, Denis Simon, and Jianfeng Wu. 2018. “Meaning in Absence: The Case of
Tampon Use among Chinese Women.” Asian Journal of Women’s Studies 24 (1):
28-46.

Schutz, Alfred. 1967. The Phenomenology of the Socinl World. Evanston, IL:
Northwestern University Press.

Scott, Joan Wallach. 2007. The Politics of the Veil. Princeton: Princeton University
Press.

Seear, Kate. 2009. “The Etiquette of Endometriosis: Stigmatisation, Menstrual
Concealment and the Diagnostic Delay.” Social Science and Medicine 69 (8):
1220-27.

Stein, Elissa, and Susan Kim. 2009. Flow: The Cultural Story of Menstruation. New
York: St. Martin’s Press.

Steinem, Gloria. 1978. “If Men Could Menstruate.” Ms. Magazine, October.

Steiner, Franz B. (1950-52) 1956. Taboo. London: Cohen & West.

Stolberg, Michael. 2000. “The Monthly Malady: A History of Premenstrual
Suffering.” Medical History 44: 301-22.

Studd, John, etal. n.d. “About PMS.” National Association for Premenstrunl
Syndrome. http:/ /www.pms.org.uk /About.

Tambiah, Stanley J. 1968. “The Magical Power of Words.” Man 3, no. 2 (n.s.):
175-208.

TedMed. n.d. “Linda B. Rosenthal in a Nutshell.” https://blog.tedmed.com/
making-menstruation-matter/.

Thornton, Leslie-Jean. 2013. ““Time of the Month’ on Twitter: Taboo, Stereotype
and Bonding in a No-Holds-Barred Public Arena.” Sex Roles 68: 41-54.

Thorpe, J. R. 2016. “Menstrual Huts Still Exist—And Here’s Why That’s A
Problem.”  Bustle, December 9. https://www.bustle.com/articles /198540-
menstrual-huts-still-exist-and-heres-why-thats-a-problem.

U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. 2018. “Premenstrual Syndrome
(PMS),” March 16. Office on Women’s Health, Office of the Assistant Secretary
for Health, U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. https://www.wom-
enshealth.gov/menstrual-cycle /premenstrual-syndrome.

Walter, Laura Maylene. 2016. “Museum of Menarche.” Ninth Letter (Fall/Winter
2016). http://www.ninthletter.com/journal /147-13-2-fall-winter-2016.

Weiss-Wolf, Jennifer. 2017. Periods Gone Public: Tnking a Stand for Menstrual Equity.
New York: Arcade Publishing.

White, Pamela, Sunita Sharma, and Sunil Kumar Das. 2013. “Culture Clash:
Menstruation Taboos and ODF in Nepal.” Community-Led Total Sanitation,
December 13. CommunityLedSanitation.org.

Williams, Laura. n.d. “The Best 10 Yoga Poses for a Painless Period.” Zenward.
http://blog.zenward.com/10-best-yoga-poses-painless-period /.

Wood, Charles T. 1981. “The Doctor’s Dilemma: Sin, Salvation, and the Menstrual
Cycle in Medieval Thought.” Speculum 56 (4): 710-27.

Wortham, Jenna. 2014. “Our Bodies, Our Apps: For the Love of Period-Trackers.”
New York Times, January 23. https://bits.blogs.nytimes.com/2014,/01,/23/
our-bodies-our-apps-for-the-love-of-period-trackers /.

Yang, Heyi, etal. 2012. “Proteomic Analysis of Menstrual Blood.” Molecular &
Cellular Proteomics 11 (10): 1024-35. www.mcponline.org.


http://www.pms.org.uk/About
https://blog.tedmed.com/making-menstruation-matter/
https://blog.tedmed.com/making-menstruation-matter/
https://www.bustle.com/articles/198540-menstrual-huts-still-exist-and-heres-why-thats-a-problem
https://www.bustle.com/articles/198540-menstrual-huts-still-exist-and-heres-why-thats-a-problem
https://www.womenshealth.gov/menstrual-cycle/premenstrual-syndrome
https://www.womenshealth.gov/menstrual-cycle/premenstrual-syndrome
http://www.ninthletter.com/journal/147-13-2-fall-winter-2016
http://CommunityLedSanitation.org
http://blog.zenward.com/10-best-yoga-poses-painless-period/
https://bits.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/01/23/our-bodies-our-apps-for-the-love-of-period-trackers/
https://bits.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/01/23/our-bodies-our-apps-for-the-love-of-period-trackers/
http://www.mcponline.org

162 A GOTTLIEB

Open Access This chapter is licensed under the terms of the Creative Commons
Attribution 4.0 International License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/
by/4.0/), which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in
any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s)
and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license and indicate if
changes were made.

The images or other third party material in this chapter are included in the
chapter’s Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the
material. If material is not included in the chapter’s Creative Commons license and
your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted
use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder.


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

®

Check for
updates

CHAPTER 15

Transnational Engagements: Cultural
and Religious Practices Related
to Menstruation

Edited by Trisha Maharaj and Inga T. Winkler

Many religions and cultures have traditions and practices that influence
the activities, experiences, and interactions of menstruators (see Cohen
[Chapter 11] in this volume). This dialogue engages participants from various
cultural and religious backgrounds to reflect on their personal experiences with
menstrual practices. Very often, menstrual practices are presented as restrictive
and coercive. However, the participants in this dialogue demonstrate under-
standings of menstrual practices that reveal a range of engagements with such
expectations, including the exercise of agency in various ways.

Can you briefly introduce yourself and your background? Ave theve prac-
tices or traditions velated to menstruation in the culturve ov veligion yon
consider to be your own ov with which you ave othevwise familiar? Do you
follow them?

Rosa Freedman: I live in the United Kingdom as a practicing Jew. In
Judaism, the practices and rules about menstruation begin if or when a
woman gets married, as those laws relate to what we call tabarat hamishpa-
cha (loosely translated as ‘family purity’). Those laws involve menstruation,
sexual relations, and other aspects of married life (physical, emotional, and
spiritual). The simple way of explaining the rules is that a husband and wife
do not have intimate relations from the time that menstruation begins until
seven days after it ends, when the woman immerses in a ritual bath (mikveh)
and is considered spiritually pure. I began following these rules when I got
married. As part of the preparations for our wedding, I learned about the
spirit and letter of the rules. The day before our wedding, I immersed in the

© The Author(s) 2020 163
C. Bobel et al. (eds.), The Palgrave Handbook of Critical Menstruation
Studies, https: / /doi.org,/10.1007 /978-981-15-0614-7_15


https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-15-0614-7_15
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-981-15-0614-7_15&domain=pdf

164 T. MAHARAJ AND I. T. WINKLER

mikveh and have done so every month since then, except when pregnant or
breastfeeding (see also Mirvis [ Chapter 12] in this volume).

Amina Darwish: I am the Muslim Chaplain at Columbia University in
New York. Muslim acts of worship are divided into the worship of the heart,
tongue and body. The physical acts of worship include salah (the phys-
ical prayer), fasting, and vaginal penetration. When women menstruate, we
should focus on the worship of the heart and tongue and refrain from the
physical acts of worship. My understanding is that our bodies are engaging
in another physical form of worship during menstruation. After we finish our
menses, we engage in a ritual bath called ghus/ before resuming regular salab,
fasting, and sexual activity.

Lubabah Helwani: I also live in the United States, and I grew up in a
Muslim family. Growing up my family and myself took part in the religious
traditions. The day I received my period was a defining moment for myself
and my family. I was given a hijab and told that my actions are now my own.
We talked about prayers, and a few days later my mother woke me up to pray
the early morning prayer. I personally do not take part in any of the religious
exclusions when I menstruate. I do not believe that I cannot fast or pray to
God while T am on my period. I do believe that my bleeding is a form of
prayer and that menstruation is a connection to God in this form.

Lina Mathew: I live in Kerala in India. I am a Syrian Orthodox Christian,
while the majority population in Kerala is Hindu. In the Syrian Christian
Orthodox and Jacobite churches in Kerala, menstruating women are tra-
ditionally not supposed to enter the church or partake of the Holy
Communion, and are only permitted to sit outside. While no canon law
explicitly bars women from fully participating in church services during their
menstrual cycle, such prohibitions do exist within families to varying degrees,
and include refraining from touching the Bible, lighting the lamp at home,
or participating in religious ceremonies at home. In contrast, there are no
religious restrictions for menstruating women in Syrian Catholic and Latin
Catholic communities and the many protestant Christian communities in
Kerala. As a young girl, based on my mother’s protestant beliefs, I used to
enter the Orthodox church of my father, even while menstruating. Yet, the
two-hour service left me very tired and faint, especially when I got older.
Among many in the Hindu communities of Kerala, some believe that
if a woman does not wash her menstrual cloth properly and leaves it lying
around, a snake will come across the blood and die by beating its head on
a stone. While killing itself, the snake will curse the woman. Many women
believe themselves to have been cursed by this mythical snake because of
their inability to bear children. Expensive prayers are performed in specific
snake temples in Kerala in order to remove such snake curses and beget chil-
dren. Further, many menstruating Hindu women in Kerala, from across the
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spectrum of castes, do not enter temples until seven days after the onset of
menstruation. While women were formerly segregated from the household,
nowadays such practices are not so rigid. In other parts of India, I understand
that such strict menstrual practices are confined mostly to the upper castes.

Radha Paudel: I was born in a poor, rural family in the central part of
Nepal. I have witnessed a variety of practices related to menstruation since
I was seven years old, while my mother and three sisters were on their peri-
ods. They followed more than 40 types of restrictions related to what men-
struating women can eat, touch, or participate in, as well as some related
to menstrual blood itself. I was traumatized from seeing all of these restric-
tions. I also got the opportunity to witness an annual cleansing ritual called
Rishipanchami when 1 was eight years old. Rishipanchamsi is an annual Hindu
festival for purifying the contamination caused by menstruation throughout
the year. Menstruating women and girls have to perform the purification
ritual so that they can be rid of God’s curse of contamination. It was painful
seeing my three sisters put in a shed during their first and second period. So,
I became determined to deny these restrictions at any cost. I have not fol-
lowed any of these restrictions since I got my period at the age of 14.

Kalvi Karunanithy: I grew up in Tamil Nadu, India. When I got my first
period 1 was asked to sit, sleep, and stay outside on the doorstep for three
days. On the third day my aunty gave me a shower using yellow water. I felt
weird, but was comforted by my parents who slept outside the house to take
care of me. However, still I feel that it is a blind belief that people follow, as
I didn’t feel comfortable asking why we followed those practices at that time.
Then my parents did a little puja, inviting all my relatives, and I felt that I got
too much attention. This felt strange but I was comforted by many gifts like
new dresses, bangles, and gold jewelry. One of my aunties introduced me to
cloth as a menstrual absorbent and taught me how to use it during my period.
But I was not really educated about menstruation itself. Everything was a bit
of a blur for me at that time, and I was too shy to ask any kind of questions, so
I kept quiet and blindly followed whatever were the instructions given to me:

I was asked to not to go to temple during my period

I was asked to shower for the first three days of my period and on the third
day.

1 was asked to take oil bath using ginger oil.

1 was asked to not to talk with boys.

I was asked to sleep separately during my period and wash the mat the next
day.

I was asked to not to enter the puja (prayer) room at my house.

I was asked not to touch or water the plants during my period.

1 was asked to not to feed my own dog.
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As I grew older, I no longer followed any of the orders imposed by my
mother, as I didn’t like them. For the first couple of months my mother was
upset and used to scold me, but after some time, she was all right.

Krystal Ghisyawan: 1 grew up in a pretty religious Sanatanist Hindu family in
Trinidad. It was therefore not uncommon to hear comments about someone
being unclean, and having it explained to me that: “The blood is dirty, and puja
things have to be clean, so you can’t touch anything for the pujn.” 1 used to
help my mom set up everything for pujn. When she “wasn’t clean,” I did almost
all the preparations myself, following her instruction. Sometimes, I too would
not be clean, but out of habit, I would still touch things. I might wash a thali
(platter) or pass the sugar from the aunties making sweet rice in the kitchen to
my mom setting up in the living room. I would exclaim, “Oh I touched it! I’'m
not clean,” but my mom would dismiss it, “It’s alright. Didn’t you wash your
hands?” or “Don’t worry about it.” Perhaps it was this dismissal that planted
the seed of doubt in my mind about how necessary it was to adhere to these
practices of purity. This doubt has matured; I am no longer religious.

Jieun Choi: Growing up in South Korea (where I still live), menstrual blood
was often considered filthy. In some communities, there was a local custom say-
ing that women shouldn’t sit on a broomstick because if it’s tainted with their
menstrual blood, it’ll turn into a monster. Such notions made it clear to women
that their menstrual blood needed to be taken care of or else, it’d be of harm
to themselves and others. But on the other hand, as menstruation was inevi-
tably linked to women’s reproductivity, menstrual blood was considered sacred
in some communities. Some say paper dabbed in menstrual blood was used as
a charm for a tuberculosis patient in hopes it would help cure the disease. To
an extent, such practices still exist in South Korea today. When I was in sec-
ondary school, my friends and 1 would whisper into each other’s ears to ask for
‘that” and without explicitly mentioning what ‘that’ is. Then one would dis-
creetly hand over a menstrual pad to another as if she was an illegal drug dealer.
Although changing slowly, there is a tremendous taboo surrounding using tam-
pons and menstrual cups in Korea, supposedly due to their ‘penetrating’ proper-
ties. This has to do with the culture that emphasizes women’s chastity.

Alfred Muli: I live and work in Kenya, and my impression is that most myths
are actually quite similar across Kenya. The menstruating body is viewed as
dirty, unclean and one that can contaminate others, hence the taboos that
forbid certain activities such as interacting with men, cooking for the family,
milking cows, and even going to the garden. One very common belief is that
it you go to the garden when menstruating, the crops will dry up. Most of
the restrictions draw from either traditional religions or Christianity, banning
menstruators from going to places of worship or taking the lead in any reli-
gious activities such as standing in the pew or going to the shrines. Most peo-
ple I know follow these practices. I was recently talking to some university
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students who believe that when your hair is plaited by someone who is men-
struating, you get dandruft.

What do you think ave the ovigins of these practices or traditions?

Rosa Freedman: The Jewish practices are grounded in rules found in religious
scriptures. The rules of what a married woman and married man can and can-
not do during menstruation and the seven days afterwards are set out in the
Gemarrah (Talmud) and other Jewish texts that expand upon the rules that
govern our everyday practices. The rules encourage a marital relationship to be
based on more than physical or sexual connections, they also provide a method
for encouraging fertility (as sexual relations usually begin the day before the most
fertile days in the cycle), and they protect a woman at the time of the month
when her body is going through significant hormonal and physical changes.

Amina Darwish: In Islam, the practices were narrated by Prophet Mohamed
and transmitted to Muslim women through his wife Aisha and his daughter
Fatima (peace be upon them). Aisha also narrates instances when Prophet
Mohamed (peace be upon him) would show her extra affection while she was
menstruating. This was also instructing her to not to try to control matters,
but rather let her body do its thing.

Radha Paudel: Nepalese Hindu culture is influenced by Hinduism from India.
There are a few Indian Hindu philosophies and epics such as Manusmirti,
Chanakyaniti, Garunpuran and Rishipanchamsi that revealed that menstruation
is bad luck, sin from god, dirty, impure and contaminated. In Nepal, almost
all people believe that they have to continue the practice for the sake of God
and culture. Otherwise some kind of mishap would happen to family members,
especially the family head (referring to men members of the family).

Krystal Ghisyawan: South Asians were brought to the Caribbean from the
mid-1800s, leaving behind their families, homes, and traditions. Even if they,
as individuals, lacked the theoretical or scriptural religious knowledge, South
Asians held on to traditional religious practices and passed them on intergen-
erationally. The traditional purdah practices (meaning partition or separation)
kept menstruating women away from the rest of the family, and restricted
her chores, like cooking. These restrictions were impractical for women in
the Caribbean, who worked for a living and didn’t have the support network
needed for their chores to be taken on by someone else. While discarded
socially, these restrictions still have religious significance; menstrual taboos are
only relevant in relation to performing rituals, but are not seen as necessary in
everyday life.

What are the religious bases for beliefs that influence menstrual practices?
I have never witnessed or heard of a discussion of menstruation at a religious
event, yet there are religious myths on the topic. One myth from Vedic time



168 T. MAHARAJ AND I. T. WINKLER

stated that women have accepted the sin of the God Indra having killed a
Brahmin (highest caste of Hindu). The blood is the manifestation of that sin.
This assertion precipitated many questions for me on the nature of sin and
karma. Another reason I have been told by a pundit, was that when perform-
ing puja, the body is being symbolically given to God. When menstruating,
it is as though you are offering the blood to God, too, and blood oftferings
are considered ‘low’ forms of worship. Santanists strive for ‘high,” ‘clean,’ or
‘pure’ worship, the sattvic.

How ave these practices generally perceived? And how do you pevceive them?

Rosa Freedman: People who follow these rules tend to see them as liber-
ating in terms of women’s bodies, fulfilling in terms of marriage and rela-
tionships, and just part and parcel of our everyday practices and the rhythm
and cycle of our month. I see it from a feminist perspective—during and after
menstruation my body is going through hormonal and physical changes, and
the rules enable me to focus solely on my body’s needs and not to feel that by
doing so I am disregarding my husband’s needs or desires. There are women
who find these rules restrictive, or others who find it intrusive to be naked in
front of the mikveh attendant. But most people I know find it liberating and /
or fulfilling.

Lubabah Helwani: Some women view the breaks in religious practices, such
as the daily prayers, as an intifal or celebration. However, many others do not
view menstrual practices as positively. Personally, I perceive the religious prac-
tices as controlling, fear-based, and a misinterpretation of the religious texts.
Many of the religious practices were interpreted, defined, and preached by
men. Even if perceived by some as a break, I feel that these breaks have been
forced upon us and mean that we cannot take part in our connection with
God. However, there are some more current interpretations that differ from
those I was taught as a child. These interpretations are new; they are still being
explored and discussed.

Amina Darwish: I am very familiar with these new interpretations. Hearing
these narrations and gaining new perspective from female scholars was a very
empowering experience. I now feel more spiritual during my menses and will
focus more on prayer and having deeper conversations with God than I did
before. Also, being mindful of my body and my regular menses makes me a
better Muslim.

Kalvi Karunanithy: I do not follow all the practices that my elders asked
me to follow, I only follow the practices that do not affect me in any way. I
respect my mother’s feelings and so I don’t go to temple during my periods.
However, if it were necessary for me to go to temple, I would go for sure.
Generally, I find that some practices are restrictive, like asking the girls not
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to go outside or controlling their freedom by forcing them to say at home
without providing them with proper reasoning. Other practices are celebra-
tory like the first menarche function, as the girls are given special attention. I
would say the practices can have positive aspects as well as negative impacts.

Radha Paudel: In my case, these practices were deeply traumatic. I was
shocked when I saw fresh blood on my mother’s leg when I was seven years
old. My mother awkwardly told me that menstrual blood is sin from God and
girls are born with this sin or curse.

There are a few communities that celebrate menarche, but then there are
other forms of discrimination associated with menstruation in the same com-
munities. In these instances, these rituals may not truly be celebrations and
are instead a way of informally letting it be known that girls are ready for
marriage or child bearing. Generally, I find that there is no association with
liberty and dignity. They keep saying that now you (as a girl) have to do this
and that due to maturity. I do not see any form of liberation or spirituality in
this view of menstruation.

Krystal Ghisyawan: When I was religious and interested in participating in
rituals, I sometimes used menstruation as an excuse when I wanted a break
from all the rituals and prayers we were made to do. It’s not like anyone was
going to check my panties to determine the heaviness of the flow. There also
isn’t a chart correlating the heaviness of the flow to the level of impurity, yet
I remember being allowed (sometimes forced) to participate in rituals (such
as a puja at our home) when the flow was lighter. I also found it paradox-
ical that I was instructed not to talk about my menstruation, yet I was in a
context where this ‘private’ bodily act was restricting my participation in the
public act of worship, making my menstrual status apparent. Ideally, menstru-
ation was supposed to be a secret, not something to advertise or brandish
about, because having my period marked my body as a maturing one, pre-
paring for sex and reproduction, other ‘secret’ and ‘private’ acts. I use quo-
tations, as there is a false dichotomy between public and private, and none of
these processes occur in a singular space or context, neither the pujas nor the
menstruation. For instance, daily worship at home (sandhbya) is not regulated
in the same way as participating in communal rituals, such as pujas or yajnas.
Ramleeln (a dramatic reenactment of the Hindu epic Ramayana, in Trinidad,
performed in improvised open-air theatres in parks and sporting fields) is
considered comparable to performing a yajna. When 1 ‘played’” Ramlecln, 1
would typically be on the field every night acting various roles, yet almost
every year I would get my period during those days. I would dress in regular
clothes and stand on the sidelines, finding someone else to fill my role. I was
asked rhetorically: “You’re not taking part today?” I remember feeling like a
spectacle—very self-conscious, but not ashamed. I did not believe there was
anything wrong or tainted about my menstruation. Yet hearing the sentence
repeated in response to my lack of participation, over and over throughout
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my life, I too would respond in the coded way, “I’m not clean.” Under my
clothing, no one could see what was taking place, yet the ways in which I
dressed and used my body in the space of the temple and the Ramleecln, were
socially read and understood.

Jieun Choi: I can very much relate to the mixed messages about ‘keeping
private’ and being ‘publicly’ celebrated or exposed. Generally, I consider the
cultural attitudes around menstruation quite restrictive. When I had my first
period, my parents congratulated me with a bouquet of flowers for the begin-
ning of my womanhood. But I was extremely ashamed of it because by then,
I learned—both culturally and socially—to be ashamed of it.

Alfred Muli: The perceptions of menstrual practices are quite diverse but
they are generally seen as restrictions. Menstruators are viewed as unclean and
needing to be separated from the rest of society. They are faced with restric-
tions of what they can do or cannot do. Menstruation is also seen as a sign of
physical and emotional maturity and sometimes it is an indicator of readiness
for marriage. This is in itself damaging.

What do you see as the benefits of these practices and traditions? What do you
see as the visks?

Krystal Ghisyawan: For women who want to worship, who love puja, or
who enjoy practicing Hindu rituals, the rules of ritual purity can be annoying
and even alienating. How do I continue to love a tradition that tells me my
body is impure and unworthy to be brought before God?

Radha Paudel: Personally, I do not see any benefit at all (though there are
some who follow these restrictions who do think there are benefits). I see all
of the risks and dangers posed throughout the lifecycle for girls and women.
Because of more than 40 types of restrictions related to touch, food, and par-
ticipation/mobility, women have suffered from nutritional deficiencies, repro-
ductive, and mental health issues, been deprived or absent from educational
and economic opportunities, lost their dignity, lost their peace, and lived with
chronic humiliation, inferiority complexes and even suicidal thoughts. In west
Nepal, some girls and women die due to snake bites, animal bites, acciden-
tal fires, suffocation from carbon monoxide, or extreme cold in secluded men-
strual sheds. They may encounter rape, sexual abuse, or even murder. More
importantly, the development of power dynamics between boys and girls in
between the ages of six and eight years old are shaped by menstrual restric-
tions, which are learned from senior female members in the family and neigh-
borhood. Boys grow up feeling a deep sense of being of super ‘powerful” and
girls grow up feeling humiliated, inferior, and powerless because they have to
go through menstrual restrictions. As was the case for me, they start to see
themselves as lowly, accept anything and ask no questions. Meanwhile, boys
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start to exercise their power including abuse towards those they see as less
powerful. Thus, gender-based violence including child marriage and sexual
assault and rape are directly related to menstrual restrictions within many com-
munities in Nepal. I strongly believe that the menstrual restrictions are one of
the underlying causes of conflict and human rights violations.

Lubabah Helwani: I can see the benefits of clearly stating to society that a
woman’s place in society is a special one, in contrast to what we hear in our
everyday life. When young women receive their periods for the first time, they
view it as being ‘let in on the secret’ of being a woman.

Yet, at the same time this ‘secret’ can be perceived as embarrassing because
when they start wearing the hijab, it generally signals to the entire community
that they have received their period.

Amina Darwish: For me, the main benefit of our practices is viewing men-
struation as Divinely ordained self-care. It also asks women to be mindful of
our bodies. This can help women be healthier overall.

Lina Mathew: Men in traditional Hindu families in Kerala are equipped to
carry on household chores, and not to complain when women cannot per-
form their usual household activities. The benefit of these traditions is that
women get to rest during these days, especially if they are bleeding profusely
and feel faint and tired. The custom of making women sleep separately is
perceived to prevent men from having sexual intercourse with their wives,
as menstrual blood is considered impure and sexual relations are considered
taboo during this period. Yet, at the same time, women may consider separa-
tion practices demeaning which may make them hate womanhood.

Rosa Freedman: For me, the biggest benefits are the fact that my husband
and I have 12 days per month where we communicate through words rather
than touch, which means we talk about things (particularly problems) in detail.
We also get excited each month about kissing or touching, let alone sexual rela-
tions, because we cannot have those things all of the time. I think this has kept
our marriage strong and means we do not take one another for granted.

Who maintains these practices? What, if any, vole do men play in these practices?

Rosa Freedman: It is the responsibility of the woman to check for uterine
blood, but of both the woman and man obey the rules. Those include not being
naked in front of one another when the woman is a #zddak (menstruating or in
the period before the mikveh) and not touching each other. My husband and I
tend to talk to one another about it, but some couples are more reserved. As
to societal pressure—no-one really knows who sticks to the rules, but there is
a general expectation that most people do the bare minimum of not having sex
during menstruation and the woman immersing in the ritual baths afterwards.
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Lubabah Helwani: Menstruation and its practices and traditions are one of
the few aspects that many Middle Eastern women are in control of in their
daily lives. Men have no role in the practices and traditions of menstruation.
In fact, they try to avoid all conversations that might allude to menstruation.

Radha Paudel: In Nepal, girls learn from friends, mothers, sisters, religious
people and activities, both in informal ways and in grounded, deeper ways.
The society, especially men as faith healers, teachers, health workers, and
political leaders, create fear and anxiety around menstruation by saying that
it is dirty and negatively linked with God. They blame menstruating girls and
women if something happens to the family or community. No one likes to
challenge these restrictions and they simply keep following for the sake of
men, God, formality, or power. Men rarely ask women to follow the restric-
tions publicly, but it is passed down from wives or mothers for the sake of
men. When we want to transform these practices, we have to acknowledge
that men possess most of the power. Thus, men also have a key role in abol-
ishing restrictions because men are part of the problem. In my experience, the
transformative process is easier and faster where boys and men engage with it.

Alfred Muli: Yes, men have a role in maintaining menstrual practices. They
tend to ‘discipline’ their wives or daughters in case they go against any of
the traditions. This is mainly in protecting the family name as there would
be repercussions in the event that one of the taboos were broken. For
instance, it’s taboo that anyone sees your menstrual blood. If it happens, you
are thought to become barren. In most societies, being barren was seen as a
curse, something with which no one would want to be associated. There is
pressure to maintain such traditions given their link to other aspects of life
that the society deems important such as food scarcity, marriage, or even
avoiding upsetting the gods.

Krystal Ghisyawan: The majority of Hindu religious leaders are male, and
so have never had to actually confront what it is like to menstruate or to
have menstruation interrupt their religious practice. Yet, they play an impor-
tant role in influencing how women experience their religious practice. Some
younger male pundits who I have spoken with thought that practices related
to menstruation are not relevant, as women and girls had no control over this
part of their anatomy. They emphasized intentionality, that being pure was a
matter of cleansing the mind and body.

In your communities, is theve social pressuve to maintain these practices? Is
that changing?

Jieun Choi: The society at large maintains these practices. But amid the
active feminist movement in South Korea in the recent years, more and more
young women are claiming their rights. More women are informed about
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alternative menstrual products other than menstrual pads, which used to be a
fixture among South Korean women. But this is not without dissenters, espe-
cially some men who think that using alternative products like tampons or
menstrual cups would permanently affect the shape of women’s genitalia.

Krystal Ghisyawan: Although within Hindu religious practice in Trinidad it
is commonly accepted that menstruation is ‘defiling,” ‘impure,” and ‘unsuited’
for worship, observing these rules ultimately falls to women. Menstruation can
be a very private act, which gives women and girls the opportunity to choose
whether or not they wish to continue the tradition, since they can participate
without anyone even knowing they are menstruating. This can give one the
power to practice as they see fit, without leaving room for anyone to intervene
or interfere. But as religious leaders and elder women reinforce these rules and
rituals for younger girls, the practices persist, and girls often learn to regard
their own bodies as tarnished and unclean. They may sacrifice their own desires
(to participate in ritual) out of respect for this collective belief. What would
happen if a girl or woman knowingly participated in ritual while they were hav-
ing their period? What would happen if someone found out? The potential
shaming could also be a deterrent. Ultimately, women police themselves, and in
Trinidad and Tobago, most are equipped to resist the practices if they wish to
do so, but the societal pressure to conform to traditional practices may be too
strong a deterrent to outright rebellion.

Lina Mathew: The concept of menstruation has currently become a very
sensitive political issue in Kerala. Recently, a case came up before the Supreme
Court of India urging for a ban on the practice of prohibiting women
between the ages of 10 and 50 from entering the Sabarimala Ayyappa tem-
ple in Kerala. The petitioners argued that this ‘menstrual discrimination’
leads to social stigma and shame based on gender. It was contended that a
woman of menstrual age cannot be treated as ‘polluted and untouchable.’
In its judgment in Indian Young Lawyers Association and Others v. State of
Kerala and Others delivered on September 28, 2018, the Supreme Court of
India stated that the practice of banning women between the ages of 10 and
50 from entering the Sabarimala Ayyappa temple is discriminatory and the
practice violates the rights of Hindu women (Supreme Court of India 2018).
The Court stated that religion cannot be used as a cover to deny rights of
worship to women. However, in the months ensuing the Supreme Court
judgment, protests were organized by various groups to prevent women of
menstrual age from entering the temple. On January 1, 2019 a women’s wall,
stretching from one end of the state to the other end, was organized by the
ruling party of the Kerala Government pledging solidarity to women’s rights
and standing up against the perception of menstrual impurity. On January 2,
2019 two Hindu women entered the temple and offered prayers. Riots broke
out the next day. However, these women have received support for braving
the odds and standing up for women’s rights. This case demonstrates that
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menstruation is private and public at the same time. It also demonstrates that
it has deeply religious meaning that has a political dimension deemed impor-
tant enough to spark large-scale protests. Our understanding of menstruation
and the practices associated with it go to the core of our understanding of
societal norms about gender roles. Active debates regarding the question of
purity or impurity of menstruation can alone further dialogue on women’s
entry into places of worship and change of societal attitudes regarding prac-
tices of menstruation.
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CHAPTER 16

Introduction: Menstruation as Embodied

Tomi-Ann Roberts

This section begins where the subfield itself began—at the site of the human
body. Of course we experience menstruation in the body, which is always
already embedded in particular interactional and sociocultural discourses.
The chapters in this section reflect on the power of institutions to subjugate
and discipline bodies to probe the many ways the menstrual cycle becomes a
site of sexualization, self-objectification, and abjection, of shame and sham-
ing, of medicalization, disability and dysfunction, and even a source of moral
panic. Thus the embodied experience of menstruation, from menarche to
menopause, is rarely cause for celebration or even contentment, and is instead
typically a project to manage properly as an essential component of “doing
(feminine) gender.” The most important of these, argues Jill Wood here, is
concealment, and the menstrual hygiene industry steps into provide the tools
necessary for this self-disciplining body project.

Research on perceptions of menstruating women reveal the widespread
beliet that the reproductive body has the power to cause disgust-like reac-
tions in others, to alter women’s personalities, making them “crazy,” and that
menstrual blood itself is a stigmatizing “mark” (see Johnston-Robledo and
Chrisler). As well, the premenstrual phase of the cycle is widely associated
with emotional lability, impulsivity, and irrationality. Sally King writes of how
the “myth of the irrational female” has led to a prioritizing of psychologi-
cal symptoms in diagnosis, treatment, and research on PMS, despite the fact
that these are neither the most commonly experienced nor most disruptive of
menstrual-related changes experienced by women.

Indeed Jane Ussher and Janette Perz describe how many women take
up the position of the monstrous feminine (emotionally out of control, ani-
mal-like, and fat) in their own descriptions of their premenstrual embodi-
ment. And yet, these self-conceptions need not only position the body as
abject; they can also be a form of agentic subjectivity. Ussher and Perz find
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clues in women’s PMS narratives that allow them to acknowledge the com-
plexities in adopting the subject position “PMS sufferer,” which both evokes
connotations of the monstrous feminine and makes meaning of women’s
physical and emotional distress, through legitimizing their experiences as
real and requiring support.

Centuries-old beliefs such as the wandering womb that causes hysteria and
distress continue to be reflected in popular discourse, leading to real conse-
quences not only for how we understand healthy menstruation, but also for
identifying and treating menstruation-related disorders. Heather Guidone dis-
cusses how endometriosis affects an estimated 176 million people worldwide,
causing pain and reduced quality of life, and yet this condition continues to
be dismissed by both patients and practitioners alike. When symptoms are
poorly understood, lengthy delays in diagnosis result, and the negative impact
of endometriosis is exacerbated further.

Three chapters here discuss what all this mystification means for girls’
embodiment as they mature into menstruating beings. Bobier, Piran, and
Stubbs and Sterling each reveal the ways strongly enforced discourses of fem-
ininity, as well as girls’ own self-objectification and self-sexualization “corset”
(as Piran puts it) the way they can inhabit their bodies. Girls link menarche
and sexuality and yet lack language to make this connection a source of
embodied self-understanding, power, or enjoyment. Bobier’s teen interview-
ees spoke of wishing to be “good girls” (that is, asexual), however, their fears
of rape and pregnancy revealed their awareness that they are not fully in con-
trol of the way their developing bodies are seen or treated. Piran argues that
the possibilities for positive embodiment at menarche hinge on girls’ rela-
tional connections and Stubbs and Sterling offer concrete suggestions for
menstrual education as an opportunity to provide girls with more accurate
and positive views of their genitals and sexual selves.

The transnational engagement that concludes this section amplifies the
voices of those whose menstruating bodies exist in fraught conditions. We
hear from a formerly incarcerated woman, a woman with disabilities, and a
woman who lives and works in disaster-prone regions. In each of these cases
popular simple solutions to menstrual management (“let’s give everyone free
tampons and pads!”) will not fly, either because they are unusable by some
bodies or under certain conditions, but even more so because these interven-
tions leave stigma—which these women face not only as menstruators but
also as marginal—unaddressed. Their stories are a powerful reminder of the
need for equitable and inclusive menstrual policies, diverse product designs,
and above all; a framing of the menstruating body not as a site of humiliation
and degradation, but rather of care.

Of course in matters of embodiment related to menstruation in a misog-
ynist culture, one is damned if she does and damned if she doesn’t. So even
menopause is typically constructed not as a normal, healthy developmental
transition, but instead as an illness. As I experience menopause myself, and
fumble my way through such challenging body betrayals as heart palpitations
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and dizziness, wanting answers and not finding any, I take tremendous heart in
Dillaway’s closing words in her chapter: “Thinking about ourselves as living i
this uncertain time, rather than just getting through it, may be the first step to
understanding and owning the impact of menopause and reproductive aging.”

The menstrual body is a complex reality that refuses simplification. It is
obfuscated and degraded by misogynist assumptions that worm their way into
our very own embodied experiences of our reproductive bodies. But I find
hope in each of these chapters, all of which are saying, one way or another,
that we deserve to take care of our menstruating and menopausal bodies, that
we have a right to unburden ourselves from the project of concealing, med-
icating, or enduring pain or debasement of our bodies, and instead to take
them up ourselves, whoever and wherever we are, gently, as our own.
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CHAPTER 17

The Menstrual Mark: Menstruation
as Social Stigma

Ingrid Johnston-Robledo and Joan C. Chrisler

INTRODUCTION?

The American artist Vanessa Tiegs (http://menstrala.blogspot.com) and the
German artist Petra Paul (http://mum.org/armenpau.htm) are known for
collecting their menstrual flow. When they have collected enough, they sprin-
kle, splash, and brush their blood across their canvases to create beautiful, and
intriguing, works of art. Reactions to their work include shock at their audac-
ity, amazement at their creativity, and disgust at their willingness to exhibit
one of nature’s most stigmatized fluids (www.truenuft.com/forums/show-
thread.php?135-Menstrual-Art-by-Vanessa-Tiegs&p=1371&viewfull=1).
One journalist (Heath 2007) wondered whether Tiegs” work should more
properly be called art or a biohazard. Contemporary artists often aim to
shock viewers (Stallabrass 2006), but these artists have a greater goal in mind
(Chesler 2006; Cochrane 2009). They seem to want us to ask ourselves why
a mundane product of nature is so shocking, given that most women experi-
ence the menses and manage their own menstrual flow for decades of their
lives. They want us to consider why menstruation, a benign process essential
to the production of human life, evokes fear, disgust, and comparison to toxic
waste. We believe that viewers of Tiegs’ and Paul’s art react the way they
do because menstrual blood is a stigmatized substance. In this theoretical
paper, we review feminist scholarship regarding the attitudes and experiences
of predominantly American girls and women to build the argument that
menstruation is a source of social stigma for women. All studies cited in this
article were conducted with American samples unless otherwise stated.
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WHAT Is STIGMA?

According to Goffman (1963), the word stigma refers to any stain or mark
that sets some people apart from others; it conveys the information that
those people have a defect of body or of character that spoils their appear-
ance or identity. The word derives from a practice of the ancient Greeks,
who branded criminals and slaves to mark their status. People reacted with
disgust when they saw the brands associated with thieves or traitors, and cit-
izens avoided interacting socially with criminals and slaves (Goffman 1963).
Goftman (1963, 4) categorized stigmas into three types: “abominations of
the body” (for example, burns, scars, deformities), “blemishes of individ-
ual character” (for example, criminality, addictions), and “tribal” identities
or social markers associated with marginalized groups (for example, gender,
race, sexual orientation, nationality). Social psychologists have conducted
empirical studies of stigmatized conditions to determine which aspects of
those conditions are most abhorrent to other people. The key dimensions are:
peril (that is, the perceived danger to others; for example, HIV+individuals),
visibility (that is, the obviousness of the mark; for example, facial disfigure-
ment), and controllability (that is, how responsible the individual is for the
condition, such as whether the mark is congenital, accidental, or intentional;
for example, obesity due to a medical condition or treatment vs. obesity due
to “letting oneself go”) (Crocker, Major, and Steele 1998; Deaux et al. 1995;
Frable 1993). People’s beliefs about the controllability of a stigmatized con-
dition (for example, homosexuality) are important because they affect how
much stigmatized people are disliked and rejected (Dovidio, Major, and
Crocker 2000). For example, lesbians and gay men are better liked and more
accepted by people who believe that sexual orientation is biologically based
rather than freely chosen (Herek 2009).

MENSTRUATION AS A STIGMATIZED CONDITION

We argue that menstrual blood is a stigmatizing mark that fits all three of
Goffman’s categories. Menstrual rituals and hygiene practices imply that,
like other bodily fluids (Rozin and Fallon 1987), menstrual blood is con-
sidered an abomination. Some have argued that menstrual blood is viewed
as more disgusting or aversive than other bodily fluids such as breastmilk
(Bramwell 2001) and semen (Goldenberg and Roberts 2004). In some cul-
tures women are believed to be unclean during their menstrual periods, and
they must take a ritual bath (for example, the Jewish Mikvah) to purify them-
selves before they can be intimate with a man (Cicurel 2000; Goldenberg and
Roberts 2004). Given aversions to menstrual blood, a stain may be viewed
as a blemish on one’s character. From a content analysis of advertisements in
Australian magazines, Raftos, Jackson and Mannix (1998) concluded that a
powerful message these ads send to readers is that leaks of menstrual blood
taint women’s femininity because, through the proper choice of products,
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she should have kept the evidence of her menses out of sight. Lee (1994)
found that 75% of the young women she interviewed had experienced or
were afraid of experiencing leaks during menstruation. She concluded that
visible signs of menstruation represent emblems of girls’ contamination (Lee
1994). Roberts et al. (2002) were able to demonstrate empirically that even
reminders of menstrual blood (for example, tampons) can lead to avoidance
and social distancing, which suggests that menstrual blood may serve as a
blemish on women’s character. Because only girls and women menstruate,
menstrual blood also marks a tribal identity of femaleness. When girls reach
menarche (that is, experience their first menstruation), parents and oth-
ers treat them differently than they did before (Lee and Sasser-Coen 1996).
Post-menarcheal girls are cautioned about sexuality, told that they are now
“grown-up,” and urged to act “ladylike” in ways that restrict the freedom
of behavior they had enjoyed in the past (Lee and Sasser-Coen 1996). Thus
menstruation marks girls and women as different from the normative and
privileged male body (Young 2005). Furthermore, if people hold cultural
beliefs that the menstrual cycle causes women to be physically (menstrual
phase) or mentally (premenstrual phase) disordered, then the stigma of men-
struation also marks women as ill, disabled, out-of-control, unfeminine, or
even crazy (Chrisler 2008; Chrisler and Caplan 2002).

Menstrual blood also reflects several of the key dimensions of a stigma-
tized condition. For example, it has been considered perilous—both magi-
cal and poisonous (Golub 1992). Many anthropologists have theorized about
the origins and purposes of this symbolism, but, according to Buckley and
Gottlieb (1988), there are few firmly established anthropological theories
about why menstrual blood may have been viewed that way. Perhaps men-
struation seemed magical because, before the physiology of the menstrual
cycle was understood, individuals did not understand how women who were
not wounded could bleed for five days without being seriously weakened or
killed. Because men did not experience menses themselves, they must have
been afraid of it, perhaps worried that close contact with menstrual blood
might do them some physical damage or pollute them by its association with
the mysterious female body. Thus, menstruation may have seemed poisonous.

These ideas are not to be dismissed as naive or primitive; remnants of them
persisted into modern times and remain present today. Cultural feminists
(for example, Owen 1993; Stepanich 1992; Wind 1995) who advocate the
celebration of menstruation with praise to the Moon Goddess continue the
idea that menses and magic are connected. As late as the 1920s and 1930s,
scientists (see Delaney, Lupton, and Toth 1987) were attempting to demon-
strate that menstruating women exuded what were called menotoxins (that is,
poisonous elements) in their menstrual blood, perspiration, saliva, urine, and
tears. Images in popular culture of premenstrual women as out-of-control
and likely at any moment to be verbally abusive or violent reinforce the
ancient notion that menstruation constitutes a peril. In the 1990s, in his
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infamous “giraffe hunting” speech, Congressman Newt Gingrich commented
that female soldiers do not belong in the trenches during times when they are
highly susceptible to infections. His remarks imply that menstruating women
somehow poison themselves and weaken their immune systems, but perhaps
what really worried him is the idea that premenstrual American female sol-
diers might be even more dangerous than the enemy to their male comrades
(Chrisler and Caplan 2002).

We assert that menstruation is more like a hidden than a visible stigma, but
that is because women go to a great deal of effort to conceal it (Oxley 1998).
Menstrual hygiene products (for example, tampons, pads) are designed to
absorb fluid and odors, not to be visible through one’s clothes, to be small
enough to carry unobtrusively in one’s purse, and to be discretely discarded
in a bathroom container (Kissling 2006). It is usually not possible to know
for certain that a woman is menstruating unless she says so . . . or unless
menstrual blood leaks through her clothes and exposes her then stigmatized
condition.

Until recently, menstruation was not controllable. The menstrual cycle
is a force of nature; hormone levels ebb and flow in a regular (or irregular)
rhythm. Unless women had an illness (for example, anorexia nervosa, poly-
cystic ovary syndrome) or a temporary condition (for example, pregnancy,
lactation, the low level of body fat frequently seen in long-distance runners)
that halted the menstrual cycle, they could expect to menstruate at a time
determined by their particular cycle. With the advent of oral contraceptives in
the 1960s, however, scientists proved that menstruation could be controlled.
Women have traditionally taken oral contraceptives daily for three weeks, then
not taken pills for one week in order to allow for a form of “break-through
bleeding” that resembles normal menstruation. However, in recent years con-
tinuous oral contraceptives have been marketed to women as a way to avoid
menstruation altogether (Johnston-Robledo, Barnack, and Wares 2000).
The ads suggest that women have the “freedom” to make a “choice” about
whether to menstruate (Johnston-Robledo et al. 2003). However, against a
back-drop of cultural messages that women should always be available (for
example, to the men and children in their lives) and should avoid, if at all
possible, anything that might discomfit others (Chrisler 2008), we might
soon reach the point where most people believe that women should elimi-
nate their menstrual cycles unless they are actively trying to become pregnant.
This may increase the stigma attached to those who continue to menstruate
regularly.

TRANSMISSION OF STIGMA OF MENSTRUATION

Most of the people who react with shock to Tiegs’ and Paul’s art have
probably never been told that menstruation is a stigmatized condition, but
their reactions suggest that they “know” it. The stigma of menstruation is
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conveyed to us everyday through a variety of sociocultural routes. For exam-
ple, negative attitudes toward menstruation and cultural beliefs about men-
struating and premenstrual women are transmitted through products and
media (for example, advertisements, magazine articles, books, television) we
see everyday (Chrisler 2008; Erchull 2010).

Advertisements are cultural artifacts that play an important role in the
social construction of meaning (Merskin 1999). Ads for menstrual prod-
ucts have contributed to the communication taboo by emphasizing secrecy,
avoidance of embarrassment, and freshness (Coutts and Berg 1993; Delaney,
Lupton, and Toth 1987; Houppert 1999; Merskin 1999). Allegorical images,
such as flowers and hearts, and blue rather than reddish liquid, have been
used euphemistically to promote secrecy and delicacy (Merskin 1999). Ads
play on women’s fear of being discovered as menstruating because discovery
means stigma (Coutts and Berg 1993). With the invention of panty-liners,
advertisers began to tell women to use their products every day so that they
can feel “confident” that they will always be “fresh” and untainted (Berg
and Coutts 1994). When Oxley (1998) questioned 55 British women about
their experiences with menstruation, she found that they echoed many of the
themes in the ads. They felt self-conscious during the menses, preferred tam-
pons because they are “less noticeable” than pads, believed that menstrual
blood is distasteful to self and others, and supported the sex taboo.

Advertisements are not the only form of public discourse about menstru-
ation. Attitudes are also conveyed through books, magazines and newspaper
articles, jokes, and other cultural artifacts, such as “humorous” products like
greeting cards and refrigerator magnets (Chrisler 2007, 2008). Most of the
attitudes these media convey are negative, and together they have constructed
a stereotype of menstruating women, especially premenstrual women, as
violent, irrational, emotionally labile, out-of-control, and physically or men-
tally ill. We have seen bumper stickers (for example, “A woman with PMS
and ESP is a bitch who knows everything”), buttons (for example, “It’s not
PMS, I’'m always psychotic”), magnets (for example, “Be very careful: I have
PMS and a gun”), cartoons, greeting cards, and books (for example, Raging
Hormones: The Unofficial PMS Survival Guide, the cover of which pictures
actress Joan Crawford as an axe murderer; Chrisler 2002). If this is what peo-
ple think about women who are menstruating (or about to menstruate), it’s
no surprise that women try to conceal this stigmatized condition.

The stigmatized status of menstruation may also be transmitted through
the educational booklets produced by sanitary napkin and tampon manu-
facturers; these booklets typically are written by nurses or health educators
employed by the companies. We (Erchull et al. 2002) conducted a content
analysis of 28 of these booklets, which were published between 1932 and
1997, and we found that the booklets placed much more emphasis on nega-
tive than on positive aspects of menstruation. Cramps, moodiness, and leaks
were all mentioned frequently, but growing up was the only positive aspect
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mentioned. Descriptions of the menstrual cycle were kept vague for the most
part. Estrogen and progesterone were mentioned in fewer than one-half of
the booklets. Even the terms menstruation and ovulation were not used in
every booklet, and only one booklet (produced by Planned Parenthood, not
by a manufacturer) actually included the word menarche (the term for a girl’s
first menstrual period). The illustrations were also problematic. A few of the
booklets did not show any external genitalia, and the diagrams of the female
reproductive organs often were presented separately from any bodily refer-
ence or body outline, which makes it difficult for a girl to imagine the scale
of the system if she does not know where it is located. These booklets are
used to educate, but girls who read them might learn more about stigma than
about their physiology. One booklet stated out-right that “your main con-
cern will probably be avoiding accidents with an appropriately absorbent pad,
avoiding a wet feeling, and using a pad that doesn’t show.” The emphasis on
secrecy and the potential for embarrassment is present in all of the booklets,
and this emphasis may contribute to negative attitudes toward menstruation
(Hoerster, Chrisler, and Gorman 2003).

Finally, menstrual stigma is perpetuated indirectly through silence.
Menstruation is typically avoided in conversation (Kissling 1996), except
under certain circumstances (for example, in private with female friends and
relatives, in a health education or biology class, in a doctor’s office). The
majority of American adults surveyed for The Tampax Report (1981) agreed
that menstruation should not be discussed in “mixed company,” and many
thought that it should not be discussed with the family at home. Williams
(1983) found that 33% of the adolescent girls she surveyed would not talk
about menstruation with their fathers, and nearly all of her participants
agreed that girls should not discuss menstruation around boys. Even psycho-
therapists have reported experiencing discomfort when their clients want to
discuss some aspect of menstruation (Rhinehart 1989). When teachers sep-
arate girls and boys to view films about puberty, and when mothers arrange
one-to-one, private, “facts of life” talks with their daughters, they are con-
veying not only facts but guidelines for communication; they are marking
menstruation “as a special topic, not one for ordinary conversation” (Kissling
1996, 495). Exclusive talks held in private convey the notion that menstrua-
tion is an embarrassing event that must be concealed from others and never
discussed openly.

The communication taboo is supported by the existence of dozens of
euphemisms for menstruation (Ernster 1975; Golub 1992), and these euphe-
misms can be found in cultures around the world. Ernster (1975) examined
a collection of American expressions in the Folklore Archives at UC-Berkeley,
and she grouped them into categories. For example, some refer to female
visitors (for example, “My friend is here,” 6), others to cyclicity (for exam-
ple, “It’s that time again,” “my time of the month/moon,” “my period,”
6), illness or distress (for example, “the curse,” “the misery,” “I’m under the
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weather,” 6), nature (for example, “flowers,” “Mother Nature’s gift,” 7),
redness or blood (for example, “I’m wearing red shoes today,” “red plague,”
“red moon,” “bloody scourge,” 6-7), or menstrual products (for example,
“on the rag,” “riding the cotton pony,” “using mouse mattresses,” 6). Some
of these euphemisms are still in common use today (Chrisler 2011), and new
ones have no doubt been invented. If menstrual blood were not stigmatized,
there would be no reason to call it anything other than its formal name: men-
struation or the menses.

Although feminist scholars and activists (for example, Owen 1993;
Stepanich 1992; Taylor 2003; Wind 1995; see also Bobel 2006, 2010) have
tried to promote the celebration of menarche and menstruation, their pos-
itive messages may be overshadowed by the stigmatizing messages. Even
those women and girls who do internalize the positive messages may find
themselves confused about how to celebrate something that is supposed
to be hidden. Their concerns about the consequences of doing so may be
well-founded.

CONSEQUENCES OF STIGMA OF MENSTRUATION

The stigma of menstruation has negative consequences for women’s health,
sexuality, well-being, and social status. One of the consequences most fre-
quently noted in the literature is self-consciousness and hypervigilance asso-
ciated with concerns about the revelation of one’s menstrual status. Oxley
(1998) found that both undergraduate women and women employed in
the medical professions reported high levels of self-consciousness during
menstruation. The behaviors they engaged in, and activities they avoided,
reflected their determination to hide their menstrual status from others. For
example, they wore baggy clothes and preferred tampons over pads. They
avoided swimming and sexual activities during menstruation, often because of
their concern about how others would respond to their menstrual blood. The
researcher concluded that women might feel unattractive during their men-
ses because menstrual cycle effects (for example, bloating, acne) indicate that
they have been betrayed by their bodies. She argued that, in order for women
to accept themselves every day of the month, cultures must change the way
menstruation is viewed, and women themselves must take more control over
the way they experience and feel about menstruation. In other words, women
must resist, and cultures must reduce, the stigma.

The self-monitoring that women do to be sure that they look their best
and that their menstrual status is hidden is related to the Foucauldian concept
of self-policing (Foucault 1979). In a study of women who met criteria for
severe PMS, Ussher (2004) found that women understood, experienced, and
interpreted PMS symptoms as violations of the norms for “appropriate” femi-
ninity (for example, resisting the need to nurture others at one’s own expense,
displaying anger or annoyance one would usually conceal, experiencing
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one’s body as unruly or out-of-control). Ussher argued that women’s ten-
dency to pathologize premenstrual experiences and to apply the PMS label
to themselves represents a form of behavioral self-policing that allows them
to distance themselves from their embodied selves in an effort to retain their
femininity. Lapses in self-policing such as choosing to say “no” to others can
then be blamed on the body rather than on the woman’s own desires.

Objectification theory (Fredrickson and Roberts 1997) may help to
explain why certain women are self-conscious about menstruation and go
to unusual lengths to hide or eliminate their periods. Sexual objectification
occurs when a woman feels that she is separate from, or represented by, parts
of her body that are deemed sexual, such as her breasts and buttocks (Bartky
1990). In a culture where women’s bodies routinely are sexually objecti-
fied, women themselves can internalize the sexual objectification of their
bodies and view themselves through the lens of a critical male gaze. This
self-objectification may lead women to monitor themselves constantly and to
alter their self-presentation accordingly. Looking at the self this way has neg-
ative implications for psychological and sexual well-being (Muehlenkamp and
Saris-Baglama 2002; Szymanski and Henning 2007; Tylka and Hill 2004).
Goldenberg and Roberts (2004) have applied principles of terror manage-
ment theory (Greenberg, Pyszczynski, and Solomon 1986) to explain perva-
sive negative attitudes toward menstruation. They argued that menstruation
and other reproductive functions serves as reminders of the creaturely and
therefore mortal nature of humans and women’s proximity to nature. In an
effort to allay existential angst about mortality, women may distance them-
selves from menstruation by adhering to cultural beauty standards. Both of
these theories shed light on explanations for women’s self-consciousness dur-
ing menstruation and the social stigma attached to menstruation.

Feminist researchers have begun to consider the impact of
self-objectification on attitudes toward menstruation, a bodily function that
is incompatible with the view of the body as a sex object or as sexually avail-
able to others. Women who tend to self-objectify have been found to have
particularly negative attitudes toward menstruation (Johnston-Robledo
et al. 2007; Roberts 2004). Undergraduate women with higher self-objecti-
fication tendencies also have said that they would prefer not to have men-
strual cycles (Johnston-Robledo et al. 2003) and reported positive attitudes
toward the elimination of menstruation through the use of continuous oral
contraception (that is, menstrual suppression; Johnston-Robledo et al. 2007).
Thus, self-objectification may lead women to maintain a sense of global
shame about multiple reproductive events, including menstruation, birth-
ing, and breastfeeding (Johnston-Robledo et al. 2007). The shame and low-
ered self-esteem is psychologically damaging and may lead women to make
reproductive decisions (for example, menstrual suppression, elective cesarean
section, high-risk sexual behavior) that could have negative ramifications for
their physical health (Andrist 2008; Johnston-Robledo et al. 2007; Kowalski
and Chapple 2000; Schooler et al. 2005).
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Another consequence of menstrual stigma is observance of the sex taboo,
that is, avoidance of intimate sexual relations during the menses. In a study
of Latinas/os’ sexual behavior during menstruation, the vast majority of
women sampled reported that they avoided genital touching, oral sex, and
sexual intercourse during menstrual bleeding; the men also reported that
they avoided such activities with menstruating sexual partners (Davis et al.
2002). Why should women be bound by ancient fears about the uncleanli-
ness of menstrual blood? Menstruation is a good time to have sex if the part-
ners want to avoid pregnancy, and orgasm is said to relieve menstrual cramps
(Boston Women’s Health Book Collective 2005). Tanfer and Aral (1996)
reported that women who had more lifetime sexual partners and more fre-
quent sex were more likely to have sex during their menses than were women
with fewer partners or less frequent sexual encounters. European American
women were more likely than African American and Latin American women
to say that they had had sex during their menses. Rempel and Baumgartner
(2003) found that women who viewed menstruation as a normal and pub-
licly acceptable event scored higher on a measure of personal comfort with
sexuality and were more likely to have sexual relations during their periods
than women who did not have such positive attitudes toward menstruation.
On the contrary, Schooler et al. (2005) found that female undergraduate stu-
dents who had feelings of shame regarding menstruation reported less sexual
experience and more sexual risk-taking than did those who scored low on a
measure of menstrual shame.

Finally, we believe that the stigma and taboo of menstruation both reflects
and contributes to women’s lower social status. In her classic, playful essay
Gloria Steinem (1978) imagined that, if men could menstruate, menstruation
would become an enviable, boastworthy, masculine event. She suggested, for
example, that “sanitary supplies would be federally funded and free” (110).
Her essay helps readers to understand that menstruation, as a biological, cul-
tural, and political phenomenon, is only a “problem” because women do it.

Forbes etal. (2003) found that both male and female college students
rated a menstruating woman as less sexy, more impure, and more irritable
than women in general. Marvan et al. (2008) asked college students in the
U.S. and Mexico to list words that came to mind when they read the state-
ments “A menstruating woman is . . . 7 and “A premenstrual woman is . . .”
Only words that were mentioned by at least 50% of the 349 students were
included in the analysis. Participants listed 92 negative words, which were
grouped into the following categories: negative affect (for example, sad, frus-
trated), inactivity (for example, tired, weak), annoyance (for example, desper-
ate, whining), instability (for example, unpredictable, moody), limitation/
rejection (for example, incapable, unlovable), and physical symptoms (for
example, crampy, bloated). In contrast, they could think of only 55 neutral
words (for example, cyclical, using pads) and 33 positive words (for example,
active, beautiful). Despite the stigma, 50% of the participants thought that
women are active and beautiful even at “that time of the month.”
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Kowalski and Chapple (2000) investigated the consequences of the social
stigma of menstruation on women’s impression management behavior. They
assigned young undergraduate women to be “interviewed” by a male confed-
erate. Fifty percent of these women were menstruating at the time; the others
were not. The male “interviewer” was aware of the menstrual status of 50% of
the women in each group, and unaware of the menstrual status of the others.
The menstruating participants interviewed by the man who was aware of their
menstrual status believed that they had made a more negative impression on
him than the women in the other three groups thought they had. They were
also less concerned about making a positive impression on him than were the
women in the other groups.

Roberts etal. (2002) primed menstrual status by manipulating whether
their research assistant dropped a tampon or a hairclip where the participants in
the study could see her do it. Both male and female undergraduate participants
in the tampon condition later rated the research assistant as less competent and
likeable than did the participants in the hairclip condition. Those who saw her
drop the tampon also exhibited a tendency to sit farther away from her during
the data collection than did those who saw her drop the hairclip. Results of this
research show that the old ideas about stigma, taboo, and pollution are still
operative. This work suggests that ruptures in women’s concealment of their
menstrual status lead to both social distancing and negative perceptions.

Clearly, more research is needed on how women’s menstrual status may
impact the way other people interact with and perceive them. However, it
appears that women’s desire and efforts to conceal their menstrual status may
be well-founded. It would be interesting to study how people respond to
women who actively subvert the cultural norm that menstruation should be
hidden (for example, by discussing it openly or by washing out an alternative
menstrual product, such as “the keeper,” in a public restroom).

The self-monitoring for leaks and odors and the self-policing of behavioral
or emotional clues to menstrual status is a waste of women’s time and psy-
chic energy that could be spent on more important or interesting pursuits.
Young (2005) argued that menstruation is a source of oppression for women
because of the shame attached to monthly bleeding and the challenges
women face as menstruators in public spaces (such as work and school), and
she argued that menstruation renders women “queer” in a society that iden-
tifies the male non-menstruator as the “normal” human. She suggested that
menstruating women are, in effect, “in the closet” about their stigmatized
menstrual status. “Social relations of somatophobia and misogyny continue
to hold over women, in some circumstances, the threat of being ‘outed’ as
menstruators, sometimes with serious consequences to their self-esteem or
opportunities for benefits” (Young 2005, 113). Menstrual etiquette requires
women to conceal their menstrual flow and to remain in the menstrual closet
if they want to occupy public spaces along with men and nonmenstruating
women (Laws 1990; Young 2005). But etiquette, like stigmatized conditions,
depends on social, cultural, and historical context, and contexts can change.
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CHALLENGING /RESISTING THE STIGMA OF MENSTRUATION

What would happen if more women like Vanessa Tiegs and Petra Paul were
willing to violate cultural norms? We are not suggesting that the menstrual
cycle should be romanticized, that all women should celebrate every menses
they experience, or that menstruation is central to womanhood or feminin-
ity. However, we do believe that the stigma of menstruation limits women’s
behavior and compromises their well-being. There are many different ways to
eliminate the stigma, an important step toward “menstrual justice” (Kissling
20006, 120).

Culpepper (1992) suggested that simply talking about menstruation can
create more positive attitudes, and she designed workshops aimed at raising
women’s “menstrual consciousness” to facilitate these conversations. Issues
girls and women discussed in her workshops included names for menstrua-
tion, attitudes toward and stories about menstruation, and customs surround-
ing menstruation. If menstruation were discussed more openly, it might be
easier for girls and women to acknowledge the positive aspects of menstru-
ation and to challenge others when they make assumptions that all women
hate and want to eliminate their periods. When researchers bother to ask,
women are forthcoming about positive aspects of menstruation (Chrisler
etal. 1994; Johnston-Robledo etal. 2003) and express concerns about
eliminating monthly bleeding through continuous oral contraceptive use
(Johnston-Robledo et al. 2003; Rose, Chrisler, and Couture 2008).

There is some evidence to suggest that adolescent girls are attempting to
resist and challenge traditional norms about menstruation through social
interactions that take place online among peers. Polak (2006) explored chat
rooms, message boards, websites, and individual girls’ homepages to learn
more about the ways adolescent girls, or “gURLs,” are constructing and
experiencing menstruation. Her observations indicate that girls are “rewrit-
ing” the dominant negative menstruation narrative that was transmitted by
both the feminine hygiene product industry and adults in their lives, such as
their mothers and grandmothers.

Polak found that American adolescent girls use online spaces to talk frankly
and openly about menstruation. For example, they answered each other’s
questions, validated each other’s experiences, and encouraged one another to
talk to their boyfriends about menstruation. Polak noted an absence of euphe-
misms and even some open dialogue about extremely stigmatized aspects of
menstruation, such as the various colors and consistency of menstrual blood.
She argued that these new online conversations about menstruation could
facilitate girls’ identity development and healthy embodiment. Although Polak
acknowledged that this forum may leave out girls who do not have immediate
access to computers, she did not consider how ethnicity, social class, or sexual
orientation might have influenced girls’ ideas, dialogue, or posts. It is interest-
ing to consider that the relative anonymity of chat rooms can make it easier to
discuss topics that are taboo in face-to-face conversations.
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However, face-to-face conversations about menstruation are also more
common than they once were, especially among adolescent peers. Fingerson
(20006) conducted a series of single-gender group interviews with predomi-
nantly European American adolescent boys and girls to explore their “men-
strual talk.” She concluded that some girls derived agency and empowerment
from their menses. Themes that reflected this conclusion include girls’ ten-
dencies to embrace the challenge of managing their menstrual flow, to use
and enjoy the privilege of having knowledge about their bodies that boys
did not have, and to challenge the dominant and often negative social norms
about menstruation. Although open talk about taboo topics is an important
way to resist stigma, some of the girls attributed the empowerment derived
from menstruation to their ability to embarrass boys with the mere mention
of tampons or menstrual blood. Like the artists Tiegs and Paul, these girls are
using shock to subvert the rule that menstruation must be hidden from the
public square, but it is the stigma that allows them the power to embarrass
boys at will. In a new print advertisement campaign for UKotex, consum-
ers are encouraged to break the cycle of discomfort with tampons by being
more open about them (Newman 2010). This goal is an admirable one, but
the slogans for some ads (for example, “I tied a tampon to my keyring so my
brother wouldn’t take my car. It worked.”) both challenge and reinforce the
stigma of menstruation.

Girls living in the U.S. learn simultaneously that menstruation is important
and natural and that they should hide and ignore it (Charlesworth 2001).
How would this change if we celebrated menarche? Unlike Americans, indi-
viduals from countries around the world acknowledge this important rite of
passage through various rituals such as a special gathering or party (Chrisler
and Zittel 1998). The guest of honor may feel embarrassed initially, but a
party could help her to realize that she, like other girls and women in her life,
can overcome her embarrassment and have positive, even playful, attitudes
toward menstruation. There are many organizations on the Internet, such
as the Red Web Foundation (www.redwebfoundation.org) and First Moon
(www.celebrategirls.org) that provide special kits to celebrate menarche and
many other resources for raising menstrual consciousness.

The social stigma of menstruation can be challenged through the analysis
of menstruation in popular culture. For example, social scientists have found
that the popular press is rife with articles about menstruation that reinforce
and perpetuate stigmatizing messages and provide inaccurate information
about menstruation and premenstrual changes (Chrisler and Levy 1990;
Johnston-Robledo, Barnack, and Wares 2006). Clearly, readers of popular
magazines and newspapers should be encouraged to question and discuss
what they read about menstruation in this material.

Others have resisted and challenged the stigma of menstruation
through the creation of a menstrual counterculture. In his virtual museum,
Harry Finley has collected women’s stories about their experiences with
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menstruation as well as many images of advertisements, hygiene products,
and other artifacts, which he displays on his website (www.mum.org). In her
work on menstrual counterculture, Kissling (2006) noted that Finley’s col-
lection has a lot of educational potential because it challenges widely shared
ideas about what is considered public and private. Artist/poet Geneva
Kachman and several of her friends designated the Monday before Mother’s
Day as Menstrual Monday, a holiday to celebrate menstruation. She designs
and distributes kits for this celebration including party blowouts made out
of tampon applicators (www.moltx.org). Ani DiFranco’s song, Blood in the
Boardroom, is a rare example of popular music about menstruation. In her
book Cunt, third-wave feminist Inga Muscio (2002) wrote about many dif-
ferent aspects of menstruation in a candid, humorous, and revolutionary way.
Her writing on alternative menstrual products is especially compelling. Maybe
it will inspire women to try an alternative to pads or tampons.

An important way to reduce stigma is social activism. Bobel (2006, 2008,
2010) has written extensively about the history of menstrual activism as well
as the myriad ways contemporary menstrual activists are drawing attention to
the health and environmental hazards of menstrual hygiene products through
organizations, political action, zines, and other publications. This kind of
work could help people to appreciate the extent to which the social stigma
of menstruation fuels and is perpetuated by consumerism. Finally, health
care providers are beginning to recognize and promote menstruation as an
important indicator, even a vital sign, of girls’ and women’s overall health
(Diaz, Laufer, and Breech 2006; Stubbs 2008). The mission of the Project
Vital Sign (www.projectvitalsign.org) campaign is to raise awareness about the
role of menstruation in women’s psychological and physical health with the
ultimate goal of encouraging an open dialogue about menstruation between
health care providers and their female patients. Efforts to politicize and/or
normalize menstruation could go a long way toward reducing its stigmatized
status.

CONCLUSION

The consideration of menstruation as a source of social stigma has promis-
ing implications for theory, research, and practice. We have demonstrated
that menstruation fits all three of Goffman’s (1963) categories and reviewed
a significant body of literature that supports the stigmatized status of men-
struation, the means through which the stigma is transmitted, and the
consequences of the stigma. All of these areas are worthy of continued the-
oretical development and empirical investigation. Clearly, the stigmatized
status of menstruation has detrimental consequences for girls’ and women’s
self-esteem, body image, self-presentation, and sexual health. Feminist thera-
pists, educators, and healthcare providers can consider ways to alleviate these
negative consequences and to assist girls and women in their efforts to resist
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the stigma of menstruation. Equally important is the evidence that suggests
that menstrual status, both actual and symbolic, primes and elicits negative
attitudes toward women. Challenging the stigma of menstruation and learn-
ing to appreciate, or at least not loathe, menstruation may have a positive
impact on girls’ and women’s well-being as well as their social status.

NoOTE

1. “The Menstrual Mark: Menstruation as Social Stigma” by Ingrid
Johnston-Robledo and Joan C. Chrisler was first published in 2013 in Sex Roles.
68 (1-2): 9-18. Reprinted with permission. No further reproduction or distri-
bution of the material is allowed without permission from the publisher.
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CHAPTER 18

The Menarche Journey: Embodied
Connections and Disconnections

Niva Pivan

After I got my first period, they [three adult women] welcomed me into
womanhood. They took me out to this beautiful waterfall, a beautiful place that
I had never even heard of. And they each talked to me about being a woman
and they cach gave me something that had been given to them by another
woman, and talked about the strengths and powers that she had . . . It made
me feel really special . . . It’s something I would really like to do for others
... In different cultures people do more for that kind of getting your period,
kind of growing up whatever for girls, but our culture doesn’t really recognize
that. And in some ways I think they kind of ‘Oh it’s one more headache,’ but I
think it’s really important to recognize that, because it is a big moment . . . The
ceremony made me feel more loved, like people will always be there for me.

Brenda, a 12-year-old White girl, living in a rural site in North America, in
a home that vacillated between being financially strained and of middle class
standing, participated in a study about the embodied life of adolescent girls
(Piran 2017). In this narrative, Brenda describes a unique and meaningful
welcoming ceremony conducted by three women during the month
following her menarche. She highlights the positive embodying elements in
this ceremony: the honoring of a big moment in her life marked by a biolog-
ical transition, and feeling “special,” “loved,” and that “people will always be
there” for her. Having gone through this ceremony, Brenda recognizes that
she is situated differently from other girls and women that view menstrua-
tion as a “headache,” making her motivated to conduct the same ceremony
for others. Through this unique relational women-centered ceremony, taken
place in a physical territory found and chosen by these women, patriarchy
(and other sources of disruption to menstruating women) was marginalized.
While, as we follow Brenda prospectively for the next five years, we find that
she faces common challenges to owning menstruation positively in a patriar-
chal world, we also hear that she carries the welcoming ceremony with her,
never feeling about menstruation as negatively as other girls. As this chapter

© The Author(s) 2020 201
C. Bobel et al. (eds.), The Palgrave Handbook of Critical Menstruation
Studies, https:/ /doi.org,/10.1007 /978-981-15-0614-7_18


https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-15-0614-7_18
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-981-15-0614-7_18&domain=pdf

202  N.PIRAN

unfolds, we return to examining particular elements in Brenda’s narrative in
relation to other girls at menarche.

Contrasting women’s and men’s experiences of inhabiting their bodies
in the world in her book, The Second Sex, Simone de Beauvoir described the
experience of (White, privileged) men as having “. . . direct and normal con-
nection with the world” (de Beauvoir 1989, xxi). This chapter focuses on the
experience of menarche and “connection to the world” through the lens of
embodiment and the Developmental Theory of Embodiment (Piran 2017).
This theory can be a productive frame for examining menarche. First, the the-
ory centers on the social factors that shape the guality of embodied lives, all
the way from ‘positive body connection and comfort, embodied agency and
passion, and attuned self-care’ to ‘disrupted body connection and discom-
fort, restricted agency and passion, and self-neglect or harm’ (Piran 2016,
47). Second, the theory addresses both positive and disruptive social factors,
thus resonating with concerns about the negative bias in the construction
of menarche (and menstruation) in research (Burrows and Johnson 2005).
Third, the theory, anchored in girls’ and women’s lived experiences, inte-
grates a range of social factors that tend to be studied and conceptualized
as separate phenomena, providing a wide lens through which to look at the
intersection of body and culture at menarche.

In examining menarche in relation to “embodied connection with the
world,” I draw mainly from a five-year prospective interview study involving
87 interviews with 27 girls who were 9-14 in the first phase, that focused
on girls” description of their embodied experiences and the social factors that
shaped them (Piran 2017). The prospective lens helps clarify changes girls
identify as particularly poignant for them at menarche. All girls resided in
Canada during the time of the study and were from diverse social locations
in terms of ethnicity and heritage, socioeconomic status, and family compo-
sition (Piran 2017). The chapter is also informed by a participatory action
research with girls and boys, ages 10-18 (Piran 2001) and two retrospective
life-history studies on embodied journeys with younger (ages 20-28) and
older (ages 50-70) women, for a total of 84 interviews with 42 women.

The Developmental Theory of Embodiment (Piran 2017) suggests that
the social experiences that shape embodiment, both facilitative and adverse
factors, fall into three main categories. These include experiences in the phys-
ical domain (physical freedom vs. corseting), the mental domain of social dis-
courses and expectations (mental freedom vs. corseting), and the social power
and relational connections domain (social empowerment and relational con-
nections vs. social disempowerment and relational disconnections). In par-
ticular, physical freedom, mental freedom, and social power and relational
connections contribute to positive embodiment. In this chapter, we examine
the experience of menarche narrated by girls going through puberty in these
three categories, emphasizing the theme of “embodied connection to the
world.”
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EMBODIED CONNECTION AND AGENCY
IN THE PHYSICAL TERRITORY

They took me out to this beautiful waterfall, a beautiful place that I had never
even heard of. And they each talked to me about being a woman.

One component Brenda highlights in her menarche welcoming ceremony
relates to the beautiful place in nature, new to her, and shared with her by the
three women. She emphasizes again the value she places on connection to the
physical environment in a later interview where she singles out a challenging
nature exploration with her mother as the time she has felt best ever in her
body, feeling “excited, relaxed, and really good.”

Freedom of physical engagement and movement (Piran 2017) is a
category of physical experiences that includes engagement in joyful physical
activities and the freedom to move freely in the private and public spheres—
experiences that are centrally important to connection to the physical envi-
ronment and to embodied agency. However, we find that girls at menarche
commonly describe a highly disruptive crisis of physical restriction to contin-
ued engagement in physical activities and to free movement across a range
of physical sites. The colonization of the public sphere by men and boys
(as it also intersects with other dimensions of privilege related to ethnicity/
race, ability, social class, et cetera) is accentuated once girls menstruate and
gende