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CHAPTER 14

Menstrual Taboos: Moving Beyond the Curse

Alma Gottlieb

[Megyn Kelly] starts asking me all sorts of ridiculous 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 
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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 71]; 
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 et al. 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 
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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, Comaroff and Comaroff [1991] 
1997; Pawliková-Vilhanová 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: “1a. 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. colloquial.”

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 Morally Neutral

In its original context, the Polynesian word, tapu—from 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 tapu 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 Côte 
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 Morally 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 
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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 bragorɔ, 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, ɔ-a-yɛbra—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 (Cardiff 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 raja, 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 Politics: 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 
et al., 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 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-981-15-0614-7_66
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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.
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