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Ancient rock art painting from the Pilbara region, in northwestern Australia.
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For the spectacular young people who are making the change






poem in praise of menstruation


if there is a river

more beautiful than this

bright as the blood

red edge of the moon               if

there is a river

more faithful than this

returning each month

to the same delta                      if there

is a river

braver than this

coming and coming in a surge

of passion, of pain                    if there is

a river

more ancient than this

daughter of eve

mother of cain and of abel      if there is in

the universe such a river         if

there is some where water

more powerful than this wild

water

pray that it flows also

through animals

beautiful and faithful and ancient

and female and brave

—Lucille Clifton








Foreword

What can we make of messes—of menses? When my daughter, Helen, late to develop as I had been, got her first real period at sixteen, she was cramming for a midterm in the middle seat of the middle row of a large airliner, where she was traveling with me and four of my high school students to New York City to attend the Annual Commission on the Status of Women at the United Nations. She was starting to unbuckle herself when the seat belt sign turned red. I was struggling with my own inner turbulence. What qualified me to be the faculty advisor for this student delegation to the UN? I held no degree in political science or gender studies. I was—and still am—an English teacher. I traffic (or so I scolded myself) in poetry, not policy! Finally, the seat belt light flashed off. By the time of Helen’s third trip to the restroom, her friends, seated in the rows behind us, nodded knowingly and handed her tampons, pads, and a packet of Midol as she made her way down the aisle. A change of clothes was in her carry-on. Periods are messy—and so, the saying goes, is life.

The next wintry morning, in an overheated, overcrowded conference room, my students and I first learned about “period poverty,” a phrase that would not come into vogue until years later. Period poverty is the lack of access to menstrual products, to clean and safe toilets, to handwashing facilities and waste disposal, and to education about reproductive biology. As a consequence of period poverty, girls around the world, in high-income as well as in low-income countries, miss school when they are menstruating. Some quit school entirely. Surely it is the presence of patriarchy, not the absence of products, that prioritizes the father’s house (then the husband’s house) above the schoolhouse, but the practical need for pads was something my students and I could understand and act upon.

That afternoon, at a sparsely populated parallel event, we heard about Arunachalam Muruganantham, the Indian inventor whose manual “pad machine” would not only manufacture low-cost, hygienic pads from locally sourced materials but could also spur a microenterprise for the women engaged in the pads’ production and distribution. And nearing midnight that same day, in a hotel room littered with empty pizza boxes, half-emptied suitcases, and scattered toiletries, my students and I determined that we would fund-raise to send one of Muruganantham’s machines to our partner community in northern India, and that we would document the process on film. At the time that we embarked on what would become a six-year journey to create The Pad Project nonprofit organization and to complete the film Period. End of Sentence., we had no preparation, no plan, no path. What we did have was a group of committed young women who believed with all their hearts that periods should not shut doors to dreams but open them to adulthood in all its opportunities.

Our gumption, we must acknowledge, grew in large measure because we passed through doorways that, for us, privilege had already opened. Our initial team of five was white, from multigenerational college families, and not one of us had ever struggled to buy a box of pads. And yet we met red lights. Turns out, centuries’ old stigma doesn’t shed as readily as uterine lining. We learned anew that periods were not a polite topic for conversation—much less a documentary. We dug in and gathered strength from the pioneering women’s health and human rights activists who came before us, and who make us better every day. The Pad Project’s own seedlings took root in relationships with the Oakwood School, Girls Learn International, and Action India: three collaborators without whose foundational soil, water, and sunlight our efforts might never have borne fruit.

The Oakwood School prepared the soil. Founded in 1951, Oakwood, an independent, coeducational K–12 school in North Hollywood, pledges as part of its Statement of Philosophy “to cultivate depth of character; and to instill a lifelong commitment to social justice.” Still, having taught at other schools whose motivational talk didn’t always match their walk, I did not take it for granted that, when the students and I presented a plan that would require the school to go public about periods, we would be taken seriously. But the headmaster, administrators, and fellow teachers (a majority of whom were men) all pitched in to help. Our student group grew larger, bake sales blossomed into Kickstarter campaigns, and high schoolers led the way as parents, inspired by their daughters’ passion, lent their skills to the cause. Family members became mentors, movie producers, legal advisors, accountants, and (when team tensions ran high) social workers. Together, we flew by the seat of our collective pants to secure our maverick director (herself only a few years older than the students); our magnificent Indian production team, Sikhya Entertainment; and the mound of paperwork required to earn The Pad Project’s designation as an official 501(c)3 nonprofit.

Girls Learn International provided the water. Founded in 2003, Girls Learn International (GLI), a program of the Feminist Majority Foundation, conducts its work “on the principle that humanitarianism has no minimum age requirement and that global youth, in particular girls, have a crucial role to play in leading the movement for universal education.” GLI not only facilitated Oakwood’s student delegation to the United Nations but also introduced us to Action India, GLI’s first international chapter. I remember bursting into the Feminist Majority Foundation’s office in Los Angeles and excitedly explaining the idea for the documentary when their executive director stopped me. She reached into her drawer to hand me a sample pad from Muruganantham’s machine, and then behind her desk to pull a copy of Anita Diamant’s The Red Tent from her bookshelf and stated flatly: “The world needs to speak up about periods.”

Action India supplied the sunlight. Founded in 1976, Action India, a nongovernmental organization based in New Delhi, champions the “participation of women as citizens to claim their entitlements to public health and civic services.” The Pad Project and Action India worked together for two years to ensure that the residents of Kathikera would receive the pad machine in good condition, that the raw pad material would be kept dry and safe from summer monsoons, and that the villagers would be prepared for the arrival of our filmmakers. The workers who would make the pads would market them as “Fly” pads because they wanted women to “soar.” The next flight I took with Helen and my high school students was to India to screen the first cut of the film for the women of Kathikera. Mothers, daughters, and sisters all crowded on the floor of the largest home in the village, where the film was projected onto a bedsheet affixed to the wall. Although they did not speak English—and we did not speak Hindi—we giggled and grew closer as we watched the film together.

The Pad Project was the fruit. Grounded in the conviction that “a period should end a sentence, not a girl’s education,” our own mission is “to create and cultivate local and global partnerships to end period stigma and to empower menstruators worldwide.” While we know that no number of pads or pad machines can address the complex causes and manifestations of menstrual stigma, we are thrilled that our twenty-six-minute documentary seized forty-five seconds of worldwide attention on the Oscar stage, spoke to so many viewers, and amplified the conversation about menstruation. Since the Netflix release and Academy Award for Period. End of Sentence., The Pad Project has received thousands of messages of encouragement, and hundreds of requests for pad machines and menstrual hygiene products from all over the world. To help meet that demand, The Pad Project joined forces with others, such as the period care brand This Is L., to carry out their 1:1 solidarity model where for every purchase of This Is L., one period care product is made accessible to a person who needs it.

We are proud of The Pad Project’s partnerships in Afghanistan, Ghana, Guatemala, India, Kenya, Nepal, Sierra Leone, Sri Lanka, Uganda, and Zanzibar to implement pad machine and washable cloth pad programs, and to support community-led reproductive health and education workshops. Domestically, The Pad Project provides microgrants to grassroots organizations to distribute products in Arizona, California, Louisiana, Maryland, Minnesota, New York, and Rhode Island. In our hometown of Los Angeles, the teenage founders of The Pad Project—now young women in their early twenties—have become part of our small but stellar staff and work with my enthusiastic new students to manage our marketing, communications, events, and newly launched Ambassador Program. Ambassadors for The Pad Project link arms with us to lead the charge for menstrual equity by raising funding and awareness. This year’s inaugural class is composed of ninety-five ambassadors from around the world, of all ages, backgrounds, and genders.

Reader, please join us. You need no degree or special expertise. Sometimes the uncharted path leads to the largest clearing, and every student is a teacher. My students show me what I do not know, and although I may not have it right, I suspect I am just now learning the meaning of a poem that I have taught for decades. It is a poem about the power of imperfection. In “The Munich Mannequins,” Sylvia Plath recounts her impressions of seeing naked mannequins on display in a storefront window. My students, confronted daily with false ideals of flawless womanhood, can relate to her experience. They feel the force of the poem’s first line: “Perfection is terrible, it cannot have children.” For my part, I like to imagine the poet, a young mother at thirty as I once was, at that moment when she looks through the window at the mannequins and realizes—maybe even rejoices—that their “perfection is terrible.” They cannot change, cannot choose, cannot create. My students will make their own way. Their bodies—whether or not they are bleeding or bearing children—will not define who they become. Plath’s life was short, but her words live on: “The blood flood is the flood of love.” Let’s revel in that miracle. Let’s revel in that mess.

Melissa Berton






A Word, First

Menstruator: I use the word “menstruator” in this book to be inclusive of everyone who menstruates, including girls, women, nonbinary, and trans people. “Menstruator” and “people who menstruate” widen the circle; they do not erase or cancel women and girls.

Women and girls: I use “women and girls” because menstruation is a gendered experience. Menstrual shame and stigma are expressions of misogyny, the historic distrust and dislike of women in general and the female body in particular. In binary civilizations (which is to say, most), culture, language, religion, and art reflect and reinforce the equation that menstruation = female = less than—a prejudice that extends to trans and nonbinary people.

They: I use a singular “they” and gender-neutral language whenever it better suits, or serves, or just fits nicely into the shape of a sentence. A writer’s prerogative.

I’m sure this multiple-choice scheme will annoy some readers and enrage others. It is an attempt to communicate the diversity of menstrual experiences and invite us to get beyond either-or thinking. My hope is that it will create a little breathing room in the new menstrual order that is aborning.






Introduction

“Iwish I had a red tent.”

Women have been saying that to me ever since The Red Tent was published in 1997. I’ve heard it from women of all ages, races, religious traditions, and from all over the world.

In my novel, menstruation and childbirth took place in a women-only space that acknowledged the body’s rhythms and need to rest and recharge; it was where women gave birth in the company of midwives, mothers, sisters, aunts, and friends; where girls learned about the workings of their bodies from the women around them as naturally as they learned their mother tongue.

Dinah, the narrator of The Red Tent, describes the menstrual tent as a sanctuary where her mother and mother-aunties “ran their fingers through my curls, repeating the escapades of their youths, the sagas of their childbirths.” They “traded secrets like bracelets, and these were handed down to me.”

The idea of sharing the experience of menstruating, of time and space to acknowledge and honor the seasons of the female body—communally, safely, intergenerationally, and without shame—struck a chord.

So I wasn’t surprised when Melissa Berton, founder of The Pad Project, asked if I would be interested in writing a book about menstruation. But my enthusiasm for this project had virtually nothing to do with The Red Tent; at least I didn’t think so at the time. I had been reading stories about menstruation in the news, some from as far away as Nepal and as near as the local high school, all of them revelatory in one way or another. And by the time we talked, I had seen the film.

I was on the couch the night of the 2019 Academy Awards broadcast when the Oscar for short documentary went to Period. End of Sentence. In accepting the award, director Rayka Zehtabchi said, “I’m not crying because I’m on my period. I can’t believe a movie about menstruation just won an Oscar.” Melissa Berton followed her, held the Oscar high, and made a declaration that launched a tweet seen round the world—“A period should end a sentence, not a girl’s education.”

The audience roared. I jumped off my couch and cheered, certain that a million other people were doing the same. How often do you feel the Earth’s axis shift, just a little, in the direction of justice?

The next day, I watched the movie, which follows a group of women in a small rural town on the outskirts of Delhi as they learn to use a simple machine that makes low-cost sanitary pads both for their own use and to create a microbusiness, selling them to neighbors. In telling that story, the film also exposes the profound silence and misinformation that surrounds menstruation and shows how talking and teaching about periods can change lives.

The Oscar broadcast was seen by 26.9 million viewers in 225 countries and territories, creating a huge audience for the film, which is still available on Netflix and the Netflix YouTube channel. The response was overwhelming. In the days and weeks that followed, The Pad Project received thousands of messages from around the world.

Some inquired about getting a pad-making machine for their village, some offered to volunteer or donate money, others wanted to know if they could show the film at their school and to church groups to raise awareness and funds.

The movie also revealed a pent-up need to share personal stories.

Pat in California wrote: I almost cried when I watched the little girls who had never seen or used a pad. I grew up in Compton, and sometimes, as a thirteen-year-old, my family had no money for pads, so I made pads out of old socks.

Isata in Sierra Leone wrote: When my male siblings noticed that I was having my period, they wouldn’t eat with me or bathe from the same bucket. It was like I was infected with the Ebola virus and any interaction with me would make them sick.

Elaine in Seattle, Washington, wrote: My thirteen-year-old daughter and I watched your amazing documentary and are inspired. We anticipate that she will start menstruating any day now. To celebrate this developmental milestone, we hope to raise enough funds to purchase one machine.



The film Period. End of Sentence. started out as a high school club project at the Oakwood School in North Hollywood. Melissa Berton, an English teacher and advisor to the school’s chapter of Girls Learn International, had taken a group of student-delegates to a meeting of the United Nations Commission on the Status of Women. There, they learned about the impact of silence and misinformation about menstruation and were introduced to the story of Arunachalam Muruganantham, an Indian man who invented a simple machine to manufacture low-cost menstrual pads. Outraged by what they learned about menstrual injustice and gender inequality, and inspired by Muruganantham’s efforts, the students decided to raise money to donate a machine to the women of a village in India. And because the Oakwood School happens to be in Hollywood, it wasn’t a big stretch for them to think about making a documentary to shine a light on efforts to end period poverty.

Fun fact: nobody bet on this movie to win the Oscar. The scuttlebutt in Hollywood was that Academy members—mostly white men of a certain age—would never vote for a movie about menstruation. That it did win follows the arc of the story told in this book, a narrative that begins in shame and silence and ends with Zehtabchi’s and Berton’s explicit exuberance at the Oscars.



I started my research by signing up on Google alerts for “menstruation” and was immediately overwhelmed by stories about period poverty; efforts to end taxes on pads and tampons; the indignities suffered by poor, homeless, incarcerated, and refugee menstruators; the voices of nonbinary and trans people who menstruate; the movement among student activists demanding free pads and tampons in campus bathrooms, and more. There were heartbreaking stories of lives lost because of period shaming and heartwarming stories of twelve-year-old activists who refuse to be ashamed. It felt like I was trying to fill a teacup from a firehose.

But whatever the angle and whether the story originated in Toronto, Cape Town, London, or Columbus, Ohio, most began by acknowledging the powerful taboo against talking about menstruation and then declared that things were getting better. For example: “The long silence has been broken. Menstruation has ceased to be a subject for whispered confidence.” That declaration comes from The Curse: A Cultural History of Menstruation by Janice Delaney, Mary Jane Lupton, and Emily Toth, published in 1976.

It is sad and infuriating that, even forty-five-plus years later, we are still announcing a new age of openness, which is not to say that things haven’t changed since 1976. In fact, the effort to end menstrual silence, stigma, and injustice, which was more observation than action plan back then, is now a global, diverse, intergenerational, and intersectional movement. It is being written into law and litigated in the courts. Teenagers are going to high school wearing T-shirts that say “Anything you can do, I can do bleeding.” Millions of women in India created a 385-mile Wall of Protest to object to a religious ban that kept women of menstruating age from entering a Hindu temple. Even during the COVID-19 pandemic, scores of organizations raised consciousness and money to ensure a supply of period products to those who lacked access to them.

This reckoning is not dissimilar from the #MeToo movement, when sexual harassment and assault burst into plain view after years of quietly “putting up with it.” The unwritten rules about putting up with menstrual stigma and shame are ancient, explicitly embedded in religion, culture, and language. After all, periods have been called “the curse” for millennia. (And putting “the curse” in scare quotes does not neutralize the sting.)

Radical change is the order of the day: radical in the sense of uprooting beliefs and habits that treat menstruation as pollution, incapacity, inferiority, and a pre-ordained shame. Radical, too, in the effort to replace those lies (let’s be honest) with the understanding that menstruation is a vital sign, an essential part of human design, which is—depending on your belief system—a wonder of nature or a sacred vessel or both.

The goal is nothing less than recognition of the full humanity of women and girls and everyone who menstruates. In other words, the end of sexism and misogyny.

This book is not comprehensive or exhaustive, which would be impossible given the rate of change. It’s a kind of album of moments in the ongoing multifaceted movement to end menstrual injustice, including examples of cruelty, oppression, and outrage, but also of inspiration, humor, beauty, solidarity, and hope. I have made every effort to be accurate, but like all albums this one is personal rather than definitive.

I think the story of menstruation is at an inflection point—the place in a curve where you can sense a change of course. We’re still carrying a lot of heavy baggage and we’ve got a long way to go, but we’ve got momentum and more than enough good news to keep us moving forward.

And the best news is the way many young people are simply unwilling to put up with the bad old rules, like the sixteen-year-old who stormed home after school and demanded, “Why should I have to hide my pads?”

Her mother answered, “Because nobody ever asked the question before.”

“Well,” said the girl, “I’m not going to do it.”

Period! End of sentence!






PART ONE






The Curse


Hansa, Northern Ethiopia: “In my community, they refer to women during menstruation as ‘cursed.’ No one talks about it. During my period, I refrain from normal activities like going to work or to the market because I feel ashamed and I want to hide myself.”



What’s in a name? At any given moment, there are 800 million people menstruating on Planet Earth—and as many as five thousand euphemisms for menstruation in use: folksy (Aunt Flo), descriptive (on the rag), sweet (Germany’s strawberry week), alarming (Finland’s mad cow disease), historical (from France, the English have landed), familial (Little sister, in China), and anecdotal (South Africa’s, Granny’s stuck in traffic).

“Period” is the most common euphemism, used around the world and by people who speak Amharic, German, Russian, Spanish, and Xhosa, among others. And even though “period” refers only to an interval of time and doesn’t hint at blood or bodies, people still drop their voices when the word comes up in conversation.

Then there is “the curse.”

Menstruation has been defined and described as a curse from ancient times to the present: stamped as truth by scholars, enforced by religious leaders, and passed down—a miserable legacy—through generations of women. As a result, for millions of people, “cursed” is an accurate description of how it feels to live in a body that bleeds.

A curse is a magical formula or potion that does harm: the death of the firstborn, princes into frogs, red hair. An illness or generational misfortune is sometimes called a curse.

The curse is one and only one bloody thing. It identifies a necessary part of human reproduction as a malediction, and by extension, anyone who menstruates as a threat.

From early on, Western civilization considered menstruation a threat. In first-century Rome, the scholar Pliny the Elder wrote that contact with menstrual blood “turns new wine sour, crops touched by it become barren, grafts die, seeds in gardens are dried up, the fruit of trees fall off, the edge of steel and the gleam of ivory are dulled, hives of bees die, even bronze and iron are at once seized by rust, and a horrible smell fills the air; to taste it drives dogs mad and infects their bites with an incurable poison.”

If that sounds laughably outdated, in the 1920s, The Lancet, an esteemed medical journal, reported that the touch of menstruating women caused cut flowers to wilt, and in 1974 doubled down with an article asserting that a permanent wave would not “take” in the hair of menstruating women.

The world’s major religions have treated menstruation as a pollutant, a punishment, or, at the least, a problem. Jewish law and practice are based on passages from Leviticus, including this one: “When a woman has a discharge, her discharge being blood from her body, she shall remain in her impurity seven days; whoever touches her shall be unclean until evening. Anything that she lies on during her impurity shall be unclean, and anything that she sits on shall be unclean.” In the Middle Ages, Nachmanides, a leading rabbi, scholar, and physician, maintained that “if a menstruating woman stares at a mirror of polished iron, drops of blood will appear on it.”

In Jewish practice, the problem of impurity was solved by mandating set times and terms of separation in the rubric of “family purity” (taharat hamishpacha). After menstruation, women are to immerse in water, specifically in a ritual bath called a mikveh before they can be sexually available to their husbands. Observance of the menstrual laws has varied among Jewish communities and changed over time; it continues among Orthodox/observant women and has been reinterpreted and adopted by some liberal/feminist Jews (see page 50–51).
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