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			To all women, 

			may you harness the power within, and teach your daughters and granddaughters 

			to do the same.

			

		

	
		
			
			Introduction

			This is the book we wanted to find already written for us in the library, but alas, it did not exist. As health and wellness coaches, we have sensed loneliness and confusion in almost all of our hundreds of female clients with regard to authentic reproductive wellness and lasting weight loss. We set out to find answers—through ob/gyns, midwives, naturopaths, chiropractors, traditional Chinese medicine, yoga, hard science, and folk medicine. This book is our way of eradicating the loneliness and confusion that comes from feeling like the only one in the world who snaps at your kids or wants to hide under the covers when you’re premenstrual, or from wondering why you can follow the latest diet or exercise plan and only feel wiped out and incompetent when the weight doesn’t budge, or comes off only to reappear next month. Our message is simple: Wake up to the gift inside you. 

			As women, we have an omnipresent GPS-like system wired into our beings that offers daily mental, physical, and spiritual guidance. It’s called the menstrual cycle, and it affects us all month long, not just during the few days of actual menstruation. Yet, all fitness and diet programs ignore it, as our culture pretty much pretends it isn’t there. This infuriates us! We have both learned through our own experiences and studies that when you work with, instead of against, your cycle, you find your way to total feminine wellness, and you do it without prescriptions, depriving yourself of delicious food, or killing yourself at the gym. 

			Ellen’s Story

			I was an athlete, playing competitive tennis throughout high school and college. In fact, I got my first period at a tennis tournament. I was one of the millions of women duped into thinking I was doing my whole body right by running five miles on the first day of my period. In my fifteen years as a serious athlete, I never once had a coach ask me about my cycle. Looking back now, I find that odd, for my cycle profoundly affected my tennis game. When I was on my period, I was sluggish and self-conscious. Surely my coaches could tell, right?

			After graduation I entered the fitness biz, and continued to ignore “Aunt Flo.” This is when my body started to really scream. In addition to the two days of debilitating (hunched-over) cramps each month (which I thought were normal), I experienced nausea, night sweats, and an extremely heavy flow. I sought help from my gynecologist, and I recall her quickly walking over to her desk and jotting down a prescription for painkillers—which I never filled—without once looking me in the eye. She shooed me out the door and was off to the next patient in room number three. That same scenario played out again and again at every yearly checkup until I was thirty-two years old.

			As I look back, I see how my body took me down. Instead of listening to it, I was defying it month after month with tampons, tennis matches, Jane Fonda aerobics, and a standard American diet (SAD). In my mid-twenties, my body stopped me in my tracks with premenstrual syndrome (PMS) so debilitating that I literally couldn’t get out of bed. I called in sick for the first time in my entire life and told my boss I had the flu.

			Only when I wanted to start a family did I realize the truth: I’ve been disrespectful to my feminine nature. I thought I was one of the millions of nonsmoking, nondrinking women who “did everything right,” yet I struggled with infertility. Clearly, my body was not a temple! I looked fit on the outside, but inside something was awry, as it took us almost three years to conceive. 

			Luckily, through a more moderate exercise regime, stress management, and a whole-food diet, my plight proved reversible. While charting the ebb and flow of my energy levels, I began meditating, discovered traditional Chinese medicine, and replaced excessive workouts with long walks in the woods. I also allowed myself quiet time without guilt. Now ladies, here’s the miraculous part—not only did I stay slim with much less effort, but I also regained my reproductive wellness and naturally conceived my son at age thirty-seven. This may sound corny, but today I feel I’m growing better, wiser, softer, and happier. Plus, I’m not freaked out about getting older. The 28 Days Lighter Diet program put my body, mind, and spirit on the right path. 

			Kate’s Story

			I got my period for the first time when I was twelve years old. A child of divorced parents, I was visiting my dad for a few weeks when it arrived. I was too embarrassed to tell him about it, so I made do with wadding up toilet paper to serve as makeshift pads until it passed. Not wanting to be uncool, I went right to tampons for my next cycle, and thought it was fabulous that I could wear one tampon the whole day at school and not change it until I got home, so I wouldn’t have to carry one in my bag and risk a boy discovering it. 

			The next decade and a half, I kept on pretty much pretending my period didn’t exist. I was enamored of any activity that came my way—softball, soccer, jogging, tennis lessons, bike riding, aerobics, Nautilus machines. I loved them all, because they were the only way to combat my junk food diet and still stay trim (or so I thought). I found a couple Midols and a tampon could carry me through those early period days quite nicely. Funny how I thought that the distended abdomen, wacked-out digestion, sore boobs, and sullenness I experienced the week before each period were “normal.”

			I discovered yoga in my mid-twenties, which helped me to develop more body awareness and was the first place I learned that perhaps I should modify my activities when I was on my period—namely, abstaining from going upside down in headstand or handstand while I was bleeding. I didn’t really understand why my teachers advised against it, but the idea of taking it somewhat easy while menstruating resonated with me. Of course.

			I spent just shy of ten years doing power yoga several times a week, eventually earning my teaching certificate and working as a journalist for magazines including Yoga Journal and Yoga International. I was also eating salads every day for lunch and thinking I was a model student in the fitness and diet realms. Yet by the time I was twenty-eight, I suffered from ten full days of painful PMS symptoms each month, gaining five pounds in water weight and going up a full cup size. I needed two wardrobes. During these years, I was also plagued by cold sores and migraines. 

			When I was thirty-four, my fiancé and I moved to Brooklyn, and I had to find a new go-to yoga studio. One fateful day, I tried to go to a power yoga class but was too late to walk in. So I took a walk through the neighborhood, hoping there was another studio around. I stumbled into a restorative class at a studio that specialized in Iyengar yoga (a traditional, slow-paced, conservative school of yoga—you may only do twelve to fifteen poses in a typical class). I had my period at the time, and the teacher gave me a handout with several quiet, supremely relaxing poses in a sequence handed down from India just for menstruating women. I went in the corner with my props and did a completely different class from everyone else. It was a profound aha moment; despite the cramps and sore boobs I’d had when I walked in, my body felt like it was floating on a cloud by the time I walked out. I haven’t done a power yoga class since. 

			That class created an opening in my mind, gradually changing the way I thought of my period—from monthly curse to monthly retreat. It was a paradigm shift, from telling my body what I expected of it when I expected it, to giving it what it needed to function well. Along the way, I also changed the way I exercised, ate, drank, and thought. 

			I’m so happy to report that, thanks in large part to the 28 Days Lighter Diet, my PMS has been a thing of the past for eight years running. I also conceived naturally (at thirty-six and thirty-eight), and enjoyed pregnancies free of the symptoms we have come to think of as unavoidable—no swelling, varicose veins, constipation, or stretch marks. (Lest you think I’m perfect, it did take me a full three days to birth my daughter! Ugh.)

			Our Goals

			The purpose of this book is to focus on the positive aspects of the female cycle that provide us access to a wide range of abilities and qualities. We aren’t going to focus on what you shouldn’t do, eat, or think. Instead, we choose to concentrate on proper nutrition, new approaches to fitness, and mind-body practices that will crowd out the habits and beliefs that have nudged us so far out of balance.

			We base everything we suggest in this book on the premise that when you give the body what it needs, when it needs it, it will naturally gravitate toward radiant vitality and happiness. Our intention is to raise your awareness of what you need, and when, and then give you plenty of tools so that you can provide it for yourself.

		

	
		
			
			CHAPTER 1

			The Problem: Being Out of Touch with Our Cycles

			There’s a lot of lore floating around the public consciousness about a woman’s menstrual cycle—mainly, that it’s a monthly curse to be avoided or ignored, if possible, and endured if not. But ladies, ignoring our periods just doesn’t make sense. First and foremost, it encourages us to forget that we’re cyclical creatures. We’re designed to have go-get-’em days and I’m-just-gonna-be-still days, get-your-butt-over-here-and-ravage-me days, and if-you-so-much-as-look-at-me-I’m-gonna-implode days. Remembering that we just aren’t built to be the same from day to day is completely validating and comforting—especially on those inevitable days when we feel like a square peg in a round hole. 

			When we expect to feel and be the same every day, without fail, we set ourselves up for disappointment and feeling like there’s something wrong with us when there’s nothing wrong whatsoever. We’re mutable, flexible, emotional, and dynamic beings, not automatons. When we turn a blind eye on our cycle, we cut ourselves off from ourselves. And that’s a lonely place to be, with no access to our innate human-ness.

			And this is not just holistic mumbo jumbo we’re spouting. Dear old Aunt Flo is the source of an enormous amount of discomfort and even pain among American women of childbearing age: A whopping 85 percent of menstruating women experience PMS (per the American Congress of Obstetricians and Gynecologists). 

			Take a gander at the symptoms included under the PMS umbrella (also per the ACOG):

			 

			
					
•	Depression

					
•	Angry outbursts

					
•	Irritability

					
•	Crying spells

					
•	Anxiety

					
•	Confusion

					
•	Social withdrawal

					
•	Poor concentration

					
•	Insomnia

					
•	Increased nap taking

					
•	Changes in sexual desire

					
•	Breast tenderness

					
•	Bloating and weight gain

					
•	Swelling of the hands or feet

					
•	Aches and pains

					
•	Fatigue

					
•	Skin problems

					
•	Gastrointestinal symptoms

					
•	Abdominal pain

			

						Aside from increased nap taking (which sounds pretty darned good), is there anything on this list that sounds tolerable to you, like, “Oh, I’m totally fine and normal, just experiencing some insomnia, pains, anxiety, and depression—just another typical day”? The fact that 85 percent of us—in this country alone—feel this way for several days out of each and every month is not normal. Nor is it okay. As they say down South, It just ain’t right. 

			
				A whopping 85 percent of menstruating women experience PMS.

			

			It gets worse. PMS has a bitchy older sister called premenstrual dysphoric disorder (PMDD) that afflicts between 3 to 8 percent of women of childbearing age (ages fifteen to forty-four), which is as many as five million women in the United States alone. With PMDD, the symptoms of PMS are cranked up in intensity to the point of causing dramatic impact on daily life—missed work, blowout fights with partners, or breakdowns in public. 

			In a 2010 Washington Post article, writer Anne Miller wrote about her PMDD this way: “I swell an entire dress size and try to ban my husband from any room I’m in. Deciding what to eat for dinner so overwhelms me that I’ve broken down crying in the frozen food section.” The treatment? Either the birth control pill or Sarafem, aka Fluoxetine, aka Prozac. Which is not to make light of how hard it is to have PMDD, or bewildering, or upsetting. We can completely understand how, faced with a raging tide of hormonal symptoms every month, it would be tempting to take a pill to make it “go away.” Some doctors will suggest dietary changes and/or exercising more frequently, but these are typically sweeping changes intended for consistent application throughout the month, with little regard to working in tandem with the ups and downs of the cycle that’s gotten off track. 

			FACT: When you work with your body consistently and with sensitivity, it responds with an amazing capacity for healing and regeneration.

			How Our Cycles Impact Our Lives

			The negative effects of being out of touch with our cycles extend beyond PMS and the few days a month when we’re, you know, actually menstruating. All aspects of our lives are affected, including our overall health and weight, reproductive health, relationships, work, and simply scheduling our busy lives. We can be so much more productive and balanced when we embrace our monthly cycle and use it to our advantage.

			Health and Weight

			So you already know that 85 percent of women experience PMS. Did you also know that 60 percent of adult women are overweight (according to the CDC)? Ladies, there’s a connection between these two statistics. Think about it: Eating anything crunchy, salty, and fried you can get your hands on for two days every month (unless, of course, you tend more toward sweet treats) contributes to those extra pounds you can’t seem to budge. They contribute calories, of course, but they also represent a throwing out the window of everything that you know to make you feel better—light workouts, nutritious food, getting to bed at a decent hour—which only perpetuates that “off” feeling. Then, the more out of whack you feel, the easier it is to make bad choices, even when you’re no longer in the throes of PMS, the same way it takes you a while to ramp back up into full productivity on Mondays after two days off from work. 

			Being out of sync with your cycle plays an important role in keeping you in the gray area between true wellness and being sick, which is not totally a bad place to be. After all, who doesn’t experience a little insomnia, constipation, or anxiety now and then? But then your particular symptom of choice starts flaring up—your migraines become more frequent, your insomnia grows more insistent, your digestive woes start impacting your activities. When this occurs, the last thing you feel like doing is exercising, and so you give up and just accept that you never feel great.

			Reproductive Health

			When we maintain a similar level of activity and intensity throughout the month, we take a toll on our finely tuned endocrine system (see chapter 3 for everything you always wanted to know about the symphony of hormones that regulates all the processes in your body!). Forced to work at maximum output without a periodic break, our nervous system gets stuck in a stimulated rut: Our adrenals pump out stress hormones such as adrenaline and cortisol, which then throws our other hormones out of balance, because the three major hormonal systems—the adrenals (which produce stress hormones), the thyroid (which regulates how energy is produced and consumed throughout the body), and the sex hormones (which regulate our cycles and fertility)—work in tandem with each other, like the three legs of a stool. If one of the legs goes off kilter, the other two go wonky, too.

			From a biomechanical perspective, going out and running on the first day of your period—when your uterus weighs twice its “normal” weight—can contribute to a tilted or retroverted uterus, which can make for a more difficult passage for a fertilized egg, as well as energetic imbalances that affect your whole body.

			Relationships

			If you’re just soldiering through your PMS without giving yourself some physical and emotional space—despite being grouchy and moody—you are most certainly taking a toll on your closest relationships. Snapping at the kids, picking fights with your partner, or getting offended by your friends’ comments are all examples of how your unfulfilled—and completely natural, by the way—need for more solitude can create unnecessary drama in your life. Plus, relationships are our support system. When they are on a roller coaster, so are we. 

			Work

			Imagine scheduling a big presentation, or a meeting to ask for a raise, on a day when all your biological processes are working to make you your most mentally sharp. Now imagine having said presentation landing on the day before or day of your period, when all you want to do is burrow under the covers. Which meeting do you think is going to be more successful? 

			We know you probably won’t be able to call in sick or work from home every first day of your period (it would be awesome if you could; and if you have that flexibility, just try it once—you’ll get hooked). But you can have an idea of how you’ll be feeling on a week-by-week basis that can help you schedule what you do, and when, at work. Planning your work life with no regard to where you are in your cycle means you’re making things more difficult for yourself.

			Life

			Kate knew it was time to keep closer tabs on her cycle when she and her husband planned their first night away from the kids in four years, and she got her period the morning of their departure. 

			When you’re out of touch with your period, you’re flying blind when you’re planning your life. Then, boom—a quiet weekend away feels stifling (if you’re ovulating), a party trip to Vegas feels like torture (if you’re PMS-ing), and a road race becomes a slog (if you’ve just gotten your period). 

			
				Reasons to Love Your Period

				
						
•	It gives you the power of arousal and desire and the ability to decide on a day-to-day basis exactly when you’d like to get it on. If we didn’t have monthly cycles, we’d be like deer or other estrous animals, who all come “in heat” at only certain times of the year. (Check out Miranda Gray’s book, Red Moon, for more information.)

						
•	It’s a permission slip from the universe to relax, bow out of obligations, and do exactly as you darn well please one to two days a month. 

						
•	The week leading up to your period—otherwise known as PMS—brings your real thoughts about things right up to the surface, where they can be expressed, so you can change what needs to be changed and say what needs to be said. The traditional female character traits of “being nice” and “keeping the peace” fly right out the window right on schedule each month, and as long as you honor your feelings and don’t try to stuff them down with a bag of chips, you can really harness the power of pre-menstruation to take a stand for what you need. 

						
•	It makes life so interesting, giving us access to three major archetypes—Wise Woman, Mother, and Vixen—that we can channel in our behavior, activities, even clothes. It gives us permission to show up differently at different times during our cycle, encouraging us to embrace our wild side, get in touch with our inner wisdom, and focus on getting things done and taking care of others. And it means we don’t have to worry about being a Wise Woman, Mother, and Vixen all at once. We can space out our various incarnations, and stop trying to be all things to all people, all the time. Phew. 

				

			

			Focusing on the Good

			Despite the alarming statistics on how our cycles are out of sync and all the ways disconnection from our very nature negatively affects our lives, the point of this book isn’t to dwell on the negative. Our goal in these pages is to focus on the positive aspects of the female body: The menstrual cycle is an elaborate, magical process that gives us access to a wide range of abilities and qualities and makes us fluid, mutable creatures. 

			We aren’t going to focus on what you shouldn’t do, eat, or think. Instead, we choose to focus on which nutrients to add, new approaches to fitness to explore, and mind-body practices to embrace that will crowd out the habits and beliefs that have nudged us so far out of balance. We base everything we suggest in this book on the premise that when you give the body what it needs, when it needs it, it naturally gravitates toward radiant vitality and happiness. Our intention is to raise your awareness of what you need, and when, and then give you plenty of tools so that you can provide it for yourself. 

			As a result of getting cozier with your menstrual calendar, your lady parts will thank you, and you’ll thank yourself when you slip into your skinny jeans, get regular flashes of insight courtesy of that forgotten feminine power—your intuition—and remember how good it feels to have your mind and body on speaking terms.

		

	
		
			
			Chapter 2

			A Little “Herstory”

			Have you ever longed to stay home from work when you have your period, hanging out in your jammies, talking to your girlfriends on the phone, and just staring into space? That has pretty much been the feminine urge during that time of the month since the dawn of humankind. For thousands of years in cultures all over the world, women spent their periods away from their families and their chores in the company of other women in some form of menstrual hut. (The novel The Red Tent, by Anita Diamant, brings the practice to life in a way that will have you composing that e-mail to your boss about how you need to stay home on the first day of your next cycle.)

			Now, we’re not saying that it was all feather beds and hot baths; in some societies, the customs of menstrual seclusion were downright brutal. And yet, the guiding principle behind the approach to periods was that it was a time to rest, cleanse, be alone, spend time only with other women, get quiet, and dream.

			We know that we all feel we have so much to do, but imagine for a minute not only needing to cook and clean up after each meal, but also needing to fetch the water, build the fire to heat it, grow or gather the food, grow your own flax, spin it into thread, make your own clothes, throw your own pots, cure your own meat, make your own cheese. . . . We only think we’re busy. And yet, in days gone by, despite the incredibly high stakes of all these tasks getting done on a daily basis, women put down their hoes and parked it for a few days each month. This is because they knew that their periods were the time when they were most in need of restoration and the most tuned in to the universe. 

			The Good Ol’ Days

			Do you remember how we used to use a lunar calendar? Well, guess what’s synced up with the cycles of the moon, and typically lasts as long as a lunar month? Yep, the good ol’ menstrual cycle. In fact, the word menstruation is derived from the Latin word for month, which also means moon. Meaning women’s cycles were one of the first ways humans kept time. Think about the power of that during a time when the sun, moon, and stars were our only source of understanding where we were in space and time. When the moon moved into a new phase, the women would bleed. 

			Generally, women who lived in preindustrial times tended to menstruate with the new moon, because all of our hormones—the ones that regulate sleep as well as reproductive hormones—are influenced by light, and in those days the only nighttime light we experienced came via the moon. When the moon was dark, it triggered menstruation. There is a whole school of thought that you can also restore an off-kilter reproductive system and boost fertility by sleeping in total darkness three weeks out of the month and using a small night-light for one week (look up the book Lunaception by Louise Lacey for more information). We ladies were physical reminders of humankind’s connection to the natural world and to a higher order. Powerful stuff. 

			Many creation myths from around the world speak to the supernatural power our ancestors attributed to women and their mysterious cycles: 

			 

			
					
•	In Hinduism, the Great Mother created the universe out of her clotted “substances.” 

					
•	Native South Americans believed the human race was formed out of “moon blood.”

					
•	In Mesopotamia, the goddess Ninhursag made humans out of a mixture of clay and menstrual blood.

					
•	Even the Christian creation myth—that God created Adam out of clay—carries hints of the power given to menstrual blood. The Hebrew word adamah, for which Adam was named, actually means “bloody clay.” 

			

			And why wouldn’t ancient man give so much power to menstrual blood? Whenever it ceased flowing and accumulated, it resulted in a baby. That mysterious red stuff had the ability to create life, making it one of the most potent substances on Earth. Period. (Pardon the pun.)

			It also had the ability to turn mortals into gods and goddesses. In their 2009 book Flow: The Cultural Story of Menstruation, authors Elissa Stein and Susan Kim detail how Taoist emperors, Egyptian pharaohs, and Celtic kings were all believed to have attained their powers by enjoying a cocktail of menstrual blood. 

			Period blood also made its presence felt in numerous myths, most notably in the story of Demeter, goddess of the harvest, and her daughter Persephone. One day, the young and gorgeous Persephone is out gathering flowers when Hades, the king of the underworld, sees her and instantaneously falls in lust with her. Flowers are symbols of menstrual blood in several different cultures, including India, where young girls who first start their cycles are said to have “borne the flower,” and in the Bible (Leviticus 15:24). So Persephone is ripe and foxy, she is symbolically getting her first period and turning into a woman, and Hades can’t resist her in that moment—also pointing toward the powerful effect menstrual blood can have (more on this in a moment). Completely overcome, Hades whisks Persephone to the underworld. When Demeter learns her baby is gone, she goes into mourning, and all the crops wither and die as the planet is plunged into winter. Eventually, Demeter manages to convince Hades to allow her darling daughter to return to the surface, but since Persephone ate pomegranate seeds (which are blood-red), she’ll have to return for a few days each month to the underworld—just as all women spend a few days each month in the quiet darkness of their period. 

			And menstruation wasn’t just heralded in myth. As Miranda Gray discusses in Red Moon, here on good ol’ Earth, ancient Greek women held a monthly celebratory ceremony to wash their bloodied clothes and sheets. They weren’t partying simply because their periods were over, but because they’d had the opportunity to be cleansed from the inside out and reborn. We can just imagine them rinsing their drapey, goddessy gowns while Aretha Franklin’s “You Make Me Feel like a Natural Woman” played in the background. 

			The Not-so-Good Days

			Gradually, though, a more man-centered view of menstruation began to emerge. Aristotle, much-heralded philosopher and founder of logic and ethics, wrote in the fourth century BC in his book On the Generation of Animals—which went on to inspire and inform medical texts as late as the 1700s—“We should look upon the female state as being as it were a deformity.” Nice, Aristotle. According to him, women played a passive role in reproduction, merely providing the soft, bloody bed for man’s creation—the semen—to magically grow into a human being. He didn’t know about or acknowledge the crucial role of a little something called the egg. Nope; women were never more than homemakers in Aristotle’s eyes, according to Janice Delaney and her colleagues in The Curse: A Cultural History of Menstruation. 

			Aristotle’s teacher, Plato, didn’t have a much better grasp on lady parts. He wrote that a woman’s womb wandered throughout a woman’s body “in every direction.” Another famous and influential Greek, Hippocrates (“the father of modern medicine”), was a little closer to the truth. He believed that a woman’s period purged her of bad humors, and theorized that the blood she released each month also relieved her of toxins and other causes of disease. His theories eventually led to the practice of bloodletting in both sexes that lasted nearly a whopping two thousand years. According to Stein and Kim in Flow, Hippocrates also thought the womb was the source of a woman’s emotions, and if it wandered too far, it could cause hysteria. Hey, what man can’t understand, he makes up stories about. 

			Centuries later, in AD 77, Roman philosopher Pliny the Elder cataloged some of the specific evil powers ascribed to menstrual blood in his encyclopedia titled Natural History. Here’s just a snippet: “Contact with it turns new wine sour, crops touched by it become barren, grafts die, seed in gardens are dried up, the fruit of trees falls 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 horrible smell fills the air.”

			In a word: Geez. 

			But Pliny was just recording the pervading beliefs that held sway in numerous cultures throughout the world and throughout time. Here are a few examples: 

			
					
•	The Maori of New Zealand thought menstrual blood was a super-concentrated concoction of germs.

					
•	The Mae Enga of New Guinea believed contact with a bleeding woman—not just the blood itself—could turn a man’s blood black, lay waste to his flesh, drain him of his smarts, and eventually suck the life right out of him. 

					
•	The Tinne Indians of the Yukon Territory believed a menstruating woman could turn a manly man into a girlie man. 

					
•	The Bible wasn’t much better, as Delaney explains in The Curse. Leviticus 15:19–33 makes it pretty clear that menstrual blood is supremely yucky, and any woman on her period or man who comes in contact with her, or anything she sat on, is officially “unclean,” and to be kept apart from others for seven days. 

			

			
				The View from the East—Specifically, China

				By Laurie Steelsmith, ND, author of Great Sex, Naturally and Natural Choices for Women’s Health

				 

				In traditional Chinese medicine, menstrual blood is referred to as “heavenly water,” or the “dew of heaven,” which is a lot more poetic than our Western view—that it’s solely the result of fluctuating levels of estrogen and progesterone—and certainly a far cry from the idea that the arrival of menstrual blood means you are unclean, or, worse, cursed! 

				Menstrual flow is believed to arise from what’s known as your essence—it’s vital energy that is passed down from your great-grandparents, grandparents, and parents. Essence is similar to DNA, but it’s even more than that. It’s also the source of your libido and your innate drive to pass your essence on to offspring. If you are menstruating, it means you have essence in abundance, which is a very good thing indeed. And when you go through menopause, according to the Chinese, it’s because you are preserving your essence for yourself, to nurture your own heart and spirit, and to become a source of wisdom for your community.

				When you visit an acupuncturist, doctor of traditional Chinese medicine, or naturopath, they will likely ask you about the quantity and quality of your menstrual flow, because it mirrors your overall vital force. It helps us to see where your imbalances and strengths are, by showing us how your yin (quiet, reflective, feminine) and yang (active, outward-focused, and male) energies are working together. 

				This view of our periods shows us that the menstrual cycle is a dance of yin and yang which is in constant flux; that we have different phases with different attributes; and that it’s in our best interests to become aware of and honor where we are. When you become more conscious of your cycle, you enable your body and your mind to work at their best; it shores up your mood, your health, and your overall sense of well-being. 

				And that is truly heavenly.

			

			Bright Lights in the Dark Ages

			For centuries, the concepts outlined by early Greek philosophers and authors of the Bible pervaded society, and the fact that women hemorrhaged a toxic substance and were ruled by a wandering womb played a large part in keeping us locked in the role of second-class citizens. 

			Yet there were undertones of girl power in some of the most powerful stories and myths that were created and circulated during this time. Take, for example, the legend of King Arthur that flourished throughout the Middle Ages. In it, the knights of an all-­powerful king sought the Holy Grail as the source of ultimate power. That grail was a cup said to have held the wine drunk by the disciples at the Last Supper, and then used to capture Jesus’ blood that flowed from his wounds as he died on the cross. Many interpret that cup to symbolize the womb, and the blood in it as a symbol of menstrual blood; the power that King Arthur’s knights sought was actually the feminine power of giving life and being connected to the Earth. 

			Fairy tales, too, refer to menstruation. Think about Snow White; she eats the red part of an apple then falls into a coma, only to be awakened by the kiss of a handsome prince. The apple represents her first period, her coma, the death of her girlhood, and her waking up, her rebirth as a woman. Same for Sleeping Beauty. When she turns fifteen, Sleeping Beauty pricks her finger on a spindle, starts bleeding, and falls asleep for a hundred years. There are messages all around us about the power of the period—the power to transform a girl into a woman, and to put her in touch with the dark side of life where being still, alone, and quiet leads to new life. 

			We are honored to be playing our part in raising cultural awareness of the power of the feminine cycle. If anything you read in these pages sparks an aha moment for you, please pass the information on to a friend. The more of us who are in tune with our cycles, the better off we’ll be. 

			Recent Times

			Even though there were hints of the power afforded women by their monthly cycles out in the collective unconscious, for the most part, menstruation has received a bad rap for the last several hundred years. The notion of our wandering uteruses led to the concept of hysteria, which was first written about in an Egyptian text around 1900 BC, and was frequently diagnosed all the way up to the mid-twentieth century. It was recognized as a disease by the American Psychiatric Association up until 1952, right around the time “PMS” became part of the daily nomenclature. Named for the Greek word for uterus (hystera), “hysteria” was the diagnosis given to any woman who experienced so-called “nervous troubles,” whether that was irritability, excitability, depression, or downright pissed-off-ness. 

			And now for the best part: For centuries, the treatment of choice for hysteria was for a doctor to use his hands to bring his patient to orgasm. We thank Elissa Stein and Susan Kim, authors of Flow, for clueing us in to this practice and its bizarre clinical approach to pleasure. As they write, “It wasn’t considered sexual. In a world ruled by a heterosexual, male-oriented notion of sex (i.e., vaginal intercourse in the missionary position), stimulating someone’s clitoris was considered therapeutic, and about as racy as bandaging a head wound.” One good thing that did emerge from the hysteria hoopla was the birth of the vibrator: In 1883, British physician Dr. J. M. Granville debuted a mechanical “stress reliever.” After thousands of years of allowing male doctors to do all the work, it only took a few decades for women to co-opt these medical devices for their own, at-home use, and, boom, the sex-toy industry was born. Thank you, wayward uterus. 

			Sadly, not all “cures” were so happy. For centuries, women who acted erratically were more likely to be labeled a heretic and tried as a witch than they were to be brought to climax. And by the late 1800s, when hysteria became a full-fledged epidemic among well-to-do American and European women, so did hysterectomies. Uterus giving you mood swings? Take ’er out! In the late 1800s, rates of elective hysterectomies surged—this, despite the fact that the survival rate of the surgery was a mere 50 percent. And it wasn’t the ladies clamoring for their parts to be removed; it was husbands checking their wives in for the procedure. As the authors of Flow explain, it was “a sort of bizarre reproductive spin on the lobotomy.” 

			Another similarly bizarre but thankfully less deadly cure for the poor, hysteria-prone woman was the rest cure, which, ironically, is close to what was really going on. These women surely needed some time away from the confines of the corset and keeping all their emotions (and organs) under tight wraps. But that led to a fashion of women taking to their daybeds, whiffing smelling salts, and looking as pale as possible. Lying around looking ghastly was the grunge fad of the day in the late 1800s. There were even ads for skin lighteners to add to the deathly pall considered so glamorous. It makes it easier to understand today’s tampon commercials—with their bike-riding, mountain-climbing, hurdle-jumping women—when you know they are in response to the idea that women were meant to take to their beds with a bottle of smelling salts in order to cope with the ordeal of their periods. 

			Dawn Begins to Break

			Things started to change at the turn of the twentieth century, when the first disposable pad was invented. Before this exciting 1896 development, women used moss, cotton, or rags as homemade pads and tampons. Some historians even suggest that most women on Earth didn’t use any kind of “feminine protection” at all—they simply bled into their clothes. (Check out the online resource The Museum of Menstruation for more bloody details.) Those first pads were daunting contraptions, complete with pins and belts. When you consider the complicated clothing of the day with all their stays and laces, women weren’t exactly skipping down the street with freedom. But hey, at least they didn’t have to worry about stains. 

			The first tampons ambled along in the early 1930s. And although we don’t think tampons are the best choice for absorbing menstrual flow from a physiological perspective (more on this in chapter 4), we can definitely understand how liberating their arrival was for women at this time. Speaking of liberating, tampons and a woman’s right to vote came into being within a year of each other. Coincidence? 

			The authors of Flow tell us that pads lost their belts in 1970 (just in time for the debut of the Equal Rights Amendment), and later in that decade came the first television ads for pads and tampons, which had been banned by the National Association of Broadcasters until 1972. But it wasn’t until 1985 that the word period was uttered in a TV commercial—by Courteney Cox, no less. 

			Today, tampon commercials show women taking on the world with no one the wiser that she happens to be bleeding. Some birth control now makes it possible for you to forgo your period altogether. 

			So we’ve gone from doing nothing during our periods to doing everything, from building our activities around our cycles to pretending that our cycles don’t exist. Buddhists advocate a Middle Path—avoiding extremes to find a happy medium. While we acknowledge all the hardships our periods have exposed women to over the millennia, we also know that completely abolishing it isn’t the answer. We also advocate a happy medium of honoring our cycles while still being able to function and thrive in the modern world. 

			And our final lesson from history: Until very recently, the vast majority of women spent a fraction of the time actively menstruating than we do today. Frequent pregnancies—the average number of children per family was seven to ten as recently as 1800, and that doesn’t account for miscarriages and stillbirths—and extended periods of breastfeeding meant women had ten to fifteen years’ worth of fewer menstrual cycles than we currently have today. And just as we are having more periods than ever before, we are also pretending they don’t exist to such an extent that we are actively exploring doing away with them altogether. 

			
				Our cycles carry a rich legacy of power that we deserve to explore and embrace. 

			

			Our cycles carry a rich legacy of power that we deserve to explore and embrace. Furthermore, women have suffered and been persecuted either directly or indirectly because of their cycles, and our making peace with menstruation would go a long way toward healing some of the bad juju that’s been aimed at women. The more we know, the more informed our decisions will be; and the more we can model a healthy relationship with our cycles for our daughters, the more positive of an impact we can have on the future of femininity. 
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