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ABSTRACT

Given that identities are constituted in and through discourse and social practices that utilize performance, rhetoric, and ideology to establish power relations, this essay examines the construction and subsequent performance of the “ideal” menstruator as constructed in menstrual educational brochures.  The identities created in these pamphlets stress the need for young women to conceal their role as a menstruator, realize the importance of bodily surveillance, and not rely on themselves but on “disposable” (i.e., waste-producing, mass-mediated) products to contain the telltale signs of menstruation.  Through these pamphlets, readers are also led to believe that women’s bodies are innately inferior to men’s bodies and thus it is in women’s best interest to keep the role of menstruator secret so that society will not have to be reminded of women’s deficiencies.  With this logic, women come to understand that by keeping menstruation out of the public sphere, they might be able keep some of the cultural stigma assigned to women at bay.  Yet, by keeping menstruation out of the public sphere, the stigma associated with these this process and thus, with women’s natural, untreated bodies, only continues to grow.  

Developing Ideal Identities: 

Menstruation Education Pamphlets and the Performance of “Woman”

Identities are constituted in and through discourse and social practices that utilize performance, rhetoric, and ideology to establish power relations.  Furthermore, as individuals experience everyday life they become constituted, wrapped in, and transformed by rhetoric, performance, and ideology.  Gender, as a performative identity, is central to our existence and also implicitly reproduces cultural ideology.  Judith Butler notes that “the acts by which gender is constituted bear similarities to performative acts within theatrical contexts” (272) and that being one’s gender is to engage in a type of performance that is “instituted through the stylization of the body and, hence, must be understood as the mundane way in which bodily gestures, movements, and enactments of various kinds constitute the illusion of an abiding gendered self” (270).  

What is most important about the construction and performance of gender however, is that it not appear to be a struggle or a complex activity.  Instead, it is essential that gender be thought of as “natural,” as the “norm.”  As Marilyn Frye notes, “For efficient subordination, what’s wanted is that the structure not appear to be a cultural artifact kept in place by human decision or custom, but that it appear natural—that it appear to be quite a direct consequence of facts … beyond the scope of human manipulation…” (34).  Thus, power holders are able to use the structure of gender to keep groups subordinate by making gender appear to be a natural occurrence, rather than something informed by human decision and kept in place through the use of rhetoric among other things.  

The basic function of rhetoric, Kenneth Burke notes, is “the use of words by human agents to form attitudes or induce actions in other human agents” (41).  Rhetoric must be thought of “not in terms of some one particular address, but as a general body of identifications that owe their convincingness much more to trivial repetition and dull daily reënforcement than to exceptional rhetorical skill” (Burke, 26, emphasis in original).  Burke’s definition of ideology is also helpful in understanding the relationship between the body, performance, rhetoric, and ideology.  Burke states that ideology usually refers to “… a system of political or social ideas, framed and propounded for an ulterior purpose” (88).  Burke perceives ideology as a type of rhetoric since “the ideas are so related that they have in them, either explicitly or implicitly, inducement to some social and political choices rather than others” (88).  Thus, it is through rhetoric and ideology that gender comes to seem “natural” and it is through seemingly trivial repetition and dull daily reinforcement that gender comes to be naturalized.  

As Candace West and Don Zimmerman observe, “Gender is a powerful ideological device....  An understanding of how gender is produced in social situations will afford clarification of the interactional scaffolding of social structure and the social control processes that sustain it” (147).  In this essay, I reveal the cultural scaffolding of an event that affects women exclusively: menstruation.  When examining the rhetorical construction and subsequent performance of menstruation, it is vital to analyze the discourse that serves as part of the foundation of the identity of “woman.”  

For menstruators, one part of this foundation comes from educational pamphlets that are distributed to girls in an attempt to inform them about menstruation.  For this study, I analyzed seven pamphlets ranging in publication dates from 1959 to 1998.  These pamphlets were obtained by conducting a general search to determine what was and is available to health educators concerning menstruation.  This sample is representative of the information girls enrolled in public schools in the United States receive regarding menstruation via public schools.  These pamphlets are rhetorical in that they are, as Burke notes, “seemingly trivial.”  Analyzing these educational artifacts, then, will determine how these pamphlets contribute to the rhetorical construction of the menstruator’s identity.  I begin by describing the objectives of these pamphlets.  Second, I offer an analysis of the pamphlets.  Finally, I discuss the implications of these educational artifacts.  

Overview of the Menstruation Pamphlets

Puberty and menstruation education lessons have been presented in public schools with little change for over fifty years.  Somewhere between the ages of eight and thirteen, students attending schools in the United States will most likely take part in one such lesson.  These lessons are conducted to inform girls and boys about their changing bodies.  Recognizing that not all teachers are prepared to deliver these types of lessons, some teachers may call upon trained individuals who will come and present this material.  Tampax, for example, established its “education department” in March 1941 and offered its services via the “Tampax lady” first to colleges and then to secondary and elementary schools.  Due to this longstanding relationship, Tampax’s education department continues to shape the curricula of many health education programs by providing informative pamphlets and activities to schools across the country (Tampax).  In fact, Tambrands reported that in 1991, their company “educated” twenty percent of the 1.8 million thirteen-year-old girls residing in the United States (Houppert 41, emphasis in original).  

Other manufacturers of menstrual products have also had a hand in designing health education curricula as menstrual product manufacturers produce all the information provided to girls in puberty education lessons.  These manufacturers have included Tambrands (manufacturers of Tampax tampons), Kimberly-Clark (manufacturers of Kotex pads), Scott Paper Company (manufacturers of Confidents pads), the Campana Corporation (manufacturers of Pursettes tampons), the Personal Products Corporation (manufacturers of Modess pads), and the Bayer Corporation (manufacturers of Midol).

Before discussing the objectives of the menstruation pamphlets, it is helpful to provide a brief description of the pamphlets.  While the authors of these pamphlets supposedly have the same objective (i.e., to educate girls about menstruation), they attempt to meet this objective very differently.  The pamphlets differ in length (anywhere from 10 to 27 pages), their method of addressing readers (either formal or informal), and the level at which they discuss menstruation (either general or specific).  

The pamphlets tend to be informal and address readers directly.  Consider the titles of the menstruation pamphlets: Getting to Know Yourself, Very Personally Yours, You’re a Young Lady Now, World of a Girl, Growing Up and Liking It, A Time for Answers, and Body Talk: Understanding That Time of the Month!  While most of the titles address the reader directly, others are very broad in their scope, and still others seem convoluted.  For example, although it may be implicit, it is unclear what questions were asked to deem this specific time for readers A Time for Answers.  Readers must also be familiar with the euphemism “that time of the month” to understand what specific talk will occur surrounding the body in the Body Talk pamphlet.  

All pamphlets, except for the Very Personally Yours pamphlet, have photographs or drawings of young women on the cover.  The Very Personally Yours pamphlet shows a sketch of a woman’s well-manicured hand holding what looks to be an invitation with the words “Very Personally Yours” written in formal cursive.  This cover literally invites young women to read the pamphlet and also summons the reader into the world of the ideal woman.  When the reader turns to the second page of this pamphlet, she is greeted with a supposedly personal letter from Kimberly-Clark’s educational director, who signs the letter “Very Personally Yours.”  This salutation and title cue the reader that this pamphlet contains “intimate” subject matter, thus laying the foundation that menstruation is personal and private.  

The same may also be said for the Getting to Know Yourself pamphlet.  On the front of this cover, a young Caucasian woman is looking down and the reader sees her headband, long blonde hair, made-up face, and straight mouth.  It is difficult to discern the emotion of this woman because she is looking down, which makes her appear to be submissive.  On the back of the cover, the same woman is looking directly at the reader and smiling but still manages to look demure as she is smiling without showing any teeth.  The picture on the back also positions the woman in a stronger position as she is now directly engaging the reader.  This cover functions as a “before and after” picture that seems to promise readers that once they get to know themselves they, like the woman on the cover, will be pleased as well.  

The You’re a Young Lady Now title serves as a statement unto itself but is also visually reinforced.  This cover includes a drawing of a girl with braided hair dressed in a sweater, shorts, and tennis shoes looking into a mirror.  The reflection in the mirror shows the same girl or “young lady” looking back.  This “young lady” is dressed in a tea-length formal gown, her hair is no longer braided but is elegantly styled, and she is wearing jewelry.  The “young lady’s” background suggests nighttime (as it is dark with stars near the top) and the “girl’s” background suggests daytime (as it is white).  

These two backgrounds imply that the more sophisticated “young lady” is now granted access to places and will be able to engage in activities that the “girl” would never experience.  But, this picture suggests, in order to experience this “new you,” the girl must surrender her comfortable clothing and hairstyle as well as refrain from “tomboyish” physical activities.  The title suggests that this “girl” must also realize that this progression from “girl” to “young lady” is natural (read: not to be questioned).  From this cover, it seems that the objective of this pamphlet is quite clear: transform athletic, androgynous girls into feminine, bejeweled debutantes.  

The cover of the World of a Girl pamphlet is unique in that it shows a drawing of an African American young woman painting and surrounded by flowers.  As communicated by the You’re a Young Lady Now cover, both pamphlets suggest that the world of a girl should be filled with activities that are not performed by tomboys but are much more “civilized.”  This is communicated to readers by the white dress worn by the woman on this cover and the parasol extending from the easel protecting her skin from the sun.  

My favorite pamphlet title is Growing Up and Liking It.  The title itself sounds like a direct order issued from a higher power: You will grow up and you will like it.  This cover shows a young Caucasian woman wearing a white and red striped dress with a bow at the collar: her blonde hair is pulled back, her face is made up, and she is leaning against a column holding a book in her hands.  When the pamphlet is opened completely, the back and the front covers show a porch, complete with a wrought iron bench and ivy spiraling up Corinthian columns.  Just as with the World of a Girl, Getting to Know Yourself, and the You’re a Young Lady Now pamphlets, this cover also offers a prototype of the ideal “young lady” or menstruator.  

These prototypes also affirm Caucasian affluent identities.  These photos and drawings depict young, attractive, well-dressed women who have enough leisure time to paint and read as well as to gaze upon themselves in the mirror.  These activities also stress that ideal women should be seen but not heard and that it is acceptable for women to gaze upon themselves because soon others will begin to scrutinize them.  These covers introduce readers to cultural lessons they will be exposed to again and again.  

The two most recent pamphlets, however, do not use a Caucasian, affluent prototype of the “ideal” menstruator.  Instead, A Time for Answers features an outline of a girl and a boy drawn in fluorescent colors and the Body Talk pamphlet includes seven young women of varying backgrounds drawn as cartoon characters.  There are four Caucasian women, two African American women, and one Asian American woman on this cover.  Each person is dressed differently, all but two have pronounced breasts, they are of varying heights, but each has a slim to medium build.  This pamphlet does a good job of illustrating that there are different kinds of young women (except for fat ones).  The covers and titles of these menstruation pamphlets, then, serve as the initial introduction to the pamphlets and cue readers as to how these pamphlets should be read.  

Objectives of the Menstruation Pamphlets

Much like the covers and titles of the menstruation pamphlets, the objectives of these pamphlets, both explicit and implicit, serve as a frame of reference for readers.  The first bit of text readers encounter sets the tone of the pamphlet and informs readers about the significance of the artifact.  When identifying the objectives of the educational artifacts, it becomes apparent that these pamphlets were designed to do more than just provide girls and women with information about menstruation.  The explicit objectives make it clear that these pamphlets serve as a foundation for building the identities of menstruators.  The objective(s) of the pamphlets are usually listed on the first or second page of the pamphlets and most of the pamphlets address the reader directly.  These objectives can be divided into those that are explicit and claim to offer information about menstruation and those that are implicit and written to aid in the formation of reader’s identities.  

The menstruation pamphlets contain many explicit educational objectives, including: “This little book is about an experience that will make a big change in you.  It happens to every girl in the world, and it’s going to happen to you, too.  So now’s the time to get even better acquainted with yourself” (You’re a Young Lady Now 1), “That is why this booklet has been written: to help you understand menstruation and your own female system better, and to give you some hints about your personal care during monthly periods (Getting to Know Yourself 2), and “A student guide to things you need to know about puberty but feel funny about asking” (Body Talk 1).  These objectives remind the reader that although menstruation is an event that happens to every girl in the world, it is important to understand but may be awkward to discuss.  

These three pamphlets also contain the only objectives that explicitly identify educating readers about menstruation for the sole benefit of the reader.  Another pamphlet identifies its objective as educating readers about menstruation in order to benefit readers as well as physicians: “To understand what happens each month, you should become acquainted with some of the glands and organs of the body.  If you learn the accurate names for these parts of the body, it will help you when you talk with your doctor during regular physical check-ups” (World of a Girl 4).  While the reader will obviously benefit from this information, it is presented to make communication with the physician easier and establishes the importance of the medical community.  Surprisingly, these four pamphlets include the only objectives that explicitly identify educating the reader about menstruation as their primary responsibility.

The objectives of these pamphlets also extend their scope well beyond educating readers about menstruation.  This extension offers critics a glimpse at the type of reality the authors are attempting to create through these pamphlets.  One pamphlet notes that, “Learning to be a happy woman goes on all your life.  That’s why it’s so important to understand your body and emotions while you are young.  This book has been prepared to discuss with you the miraculous changes that begin your grown-up life” (World of a Girl i).  The authors later note, “With all this swift change, it’s natural you’ll sometimes feel bewildered.  Understanding about your body and how it affects your emotions will help you keep your good disposition in these busy growing-up years” (World of a Girl 3).  It is clear that the authors of this pamphlet are also providing readers with future instructions.  They must be “happy women” and have “good dispositions” while they are growing into women; that is, they must adhere to the submissive component of the cult of true womanhood, for an unhappy or bitchy woman certainly is not a “true” woman.  

The objective of the Very Personally Yours pamphlet explicitly acknowledges its role in creating a menstruator’s identity and is very clear in what it hopes to accomplish:

Like most modern-minded girls, you probably accept menstruation as a normal, routine part of your life.  And so you should.  Yet, more than likely, you wonder just what happens . . . how and why . . . what care to take of yourself, and what attitude you should take at this time.  This booklet explains menstruation clearly . . . [and] gives practical pointers on everyday living that every girl should know.  (1, my emphasis)  

This objective is presented in a “letter” addressed to the reader and found on the first page of the pamphlet.  Marion Jones, Kimberly-Clark’s educational director, has written this letter on Kimberly-Clark stationary and even closes with “Cordially yours.”  This approach is creative in that it invites each reader to feel special, as if Ms. Jones has written this pamphlet just for her.  Since this “letter” is the very first text readers see, they discover that not only will they learn about menstruation but they will also receive “practical pointers on everyday living.”  It is very clear that by instructing readers what attitudes to take at this time, this pamphlet is going to do more than teach girls about menstruation.  

On the following page, the authors tell readers why this pamphlet was written: “It’s Very Personally Yours to answer all those new important questions . . . such as, how to keep smiling everyday . . . what tactics to take in the matter of grooming—sports—social contacts.  And because a better understanding of menstruation will help you, too, let’s first review the details of how it happens” (2-3).  In this excerpt, the authors are positioned as an authority figure by being the one who will assist readers by informing them which tactic to take in various social contexts.  The use of the word “tactics” is also telling.  This word conjures up militaristic visions and meshes well with the ways current scholars (see Butler) have operationalized the concept of gender.  In this excerpt, performing one’s gender correctly could be conceived of as a covert operation, complete with strategies and tactics that must be practiced.  The reward for “winning the battle” is societal acceptance and personal happiness or, at the very least, the outward appearance of it.  

It is also apparent from this excerpt that personal happiness may not be possible during menstruation, as Ms. Jones tells readers that they will learn how to keep smiling.  This statement implies that there are struggles ahead for menstruators.  This comment is one of the first that signals to readers that menstruation, and subsequently womanhood, is a performative event; it is an event where young women must always appear to be happy and keep smiling no matter what.  It is also interesting to note that the benefits for the reader (i.e., a better understanding of menstruation) are not discussed until the very end of this objective.  This placement demonstrates that the authors’ top priority may not only be educating readers about menstruation but also teaching these girls how to be true women.

The menstruation pamphlets also cast readers and other women as ignorant about their own bodies, thus reinforcing the need for the information the pamphlets provide.  The authors of Getting to Know Yourself make this very clear: “In this new grown-up role, you may ask dozens of adult questions.  Your mother or older sister may answer many of them.  But not all of them.  Perhaps because she thinks you are still too young.  Perhaps because she does not know herself.  Truth is, many women—and most young girls—have much to learn about their bodies” (4).  Next, the authors also write:

Believe it or not, there are many women—even some mothers—who have only a vague idea of their own female system.  You may be fortunate to have acquired more knowledge about your inner self than some of your friends.  But you may also know a lot less than you realize.  To help you get the picture more clearly, here is a brief explanation (with a diagram) of your female organs.  (4)

Since this pamphlet was produced over forty years ago, older women, even mothers, of this era may not have known the scientific names of body parts or the scientific description of menstruation, but they certainly knew what menstruation felt like, looked like, and smelled like.  However, this phenomenological account of menstruation is clearly what the pamphlets wish their readers to avoid.  Instead, they are to utilize the pamphlet to learn the “proper” scientific names of reproductive organs, glands, and phases of the menstrual cycle.  

The recent pamphlets also assume individuals’ lack of information surrounding menstruation.  One of the most widely distributed pamphlets, A Time for Answers, published in 1994, acknowledges that readers may have been misinformed about menstruation: “You’ve probably already heard a lot about your period, or menstruation.  Unfortunately, some of what you’ve heard may not be exactly true.  Many people have misunderstandings about what menstruation is and how to deal with it” (17).  This claim, while it does not single out women as the only individuals who do not understand menstruation, also situates the pamphlet as an authoritative source, one that readers should consult before discussing menstruation with any others.  The teaching guide that accompanies this pamphlet also tells instructors “These take-home materials might help clear up misunderstandings and educate parents, as well as the children, in a non-threatening way” (2).  The most recent pamphlet, Body Talk, also considers parents to be uneducated, scientifically speaking, when it comes to menstruation.  

The excerpts discussed above allow the authors to effectively establish their work as a much-needed credible source, and also reinforces young teenagers’ distrust of and disgust with parental authority.  At best, these statements cast doubt on any information readers receive from sources other than the pamphlets and, at worst, they encourage readers to disregard any information obtained from their mothers, sisters, or other women.  

Of course, a major, implicit objective of these pamphlets is to sell menstrual products.  Martin Emmett, chairperson and CEO of Tambrands, made this objective very clear at a 1993 shareholder meeting when he told his shareholders that “One fundamental truth drives our business from Chicago to Shanghai: the consumer we attract today will likely stay with us for all the years of her menstrual cycle.  If we can persuade young women to use our product during their early teens, we can gain loyal consumers for thirty-five years or more” (Houppert 41).  By “educating” 360,000 American girls through Tambrands’s menstrual education program, Emmett is well on his way to gaining loyal customers.  

Considering that manufacturers of tampons, sanitary napkins, and premenstrual syndrome (PMS) products created every menstruation pamphlet, the implicit objective of producing these pamphlets to promote their products is not difficult to discern.  Readers are told that “your choice of protection can make a big difference in how you act and feel” (Getting to Know Yourself 3), “Since your activities go on during your menstrual period, it’s natural that you’ll want to wear a napkin as comfortable and modern as your slim shorts or slacks” (World of a Girl 11-12), “Tampons make it especially easy to be yourself during menstruation” (A Time for Answers 39), and “So much of the comfort and confidence a girl feels during her menstrual period depends on her choice of sanitary protection” (Getting to Know Yourself 12).  One pamphlet also asks readers whether they have “ever stopped to think how much your comfort and confidence depend upon your choice of sanitary protection?” (Very Personally Yours 14).  These menstrual products take on a significant role in readers’ lives: After all, who would not want to use a tampon that makes it easier to be you?  What kind of message is this?  Readers are essentially told that as menstruators, they are not themselves (read: not normal); however, with a roll of rayon and cotton, they can be normal again.

These statements, along with the advertising at the end of the pamphlets, highlight the benefits of producing these pamphlets for the manufacturers of menstrual products as well as introduce readers to the notion that a woman cannot (or should not) be confident, comfortable, or even feel like herself while she is menstruating.  In addition, the authors utilize fear appeals and imply that if readers use an “inferior product” (i.e., not the one featured in the pamphlet), they will not only suffer physically but emotionally as well when their protection “fails” them.  Readers go on to learn that in order to feel clean, confident, and in control during menstruation, women can only purchase this security from a product.  After reading these pamphlets, it becomes obvious where one piece of the menstrual culture that stresses commodification and concealment of the menstrual cycle is put into place.

Not surprisingly, each pamphlet touts its own product and devotes significant space to the discussion of its benefits.  The pamphlet produced by the Campana Corporation, makers of Pursettes tampons, spends 12% of its pages discussing its product.  The first Kotex pamphlet, Very Personally Yours, devotes 20% of its pages to their sanitary napkin.  The second Kotex pamphlet aimed at younger readers, You’re a Young Lady Now, uses one-quarter of its content to tout the benefits of Kotex sanitary napkins.  The pamphlet produced by the Scott Paper Company, maker of Confidents sanitary napkins, devotes 19% of the text to its product.  Pamphlets produced by the Personal Products Corporation, makers of the Modess sanitary napkin, also spend 19% of their pages focusing on their sanitary napkin.  The Tambrands pamphlet also uses a great deal of content persuading the reader that Tampax tampons are the best for her; 21% of its space is dedicated to the product.  

The most blatant example of product placement occurs in the most recent pamphlet.  The authors of the Body Talk pamphlet, produced by Midol, devote 14% of the pamphlet’s space to discussions surrounding pre-menstrual syndrome (PMS) and how to treat it!  This pamphlet contains an entire page of advice for “dealing with menstrual speed bumps and potholes” or PMS.  Two out of the 12 questions on the “know your body and take responsibility” quiz deal with PMS and another paragraph on the last page of the pamphlet, positioned next to a picture of four boxes of Midol, tells readers how to deal with cramps, bloating, headaches, and other “symptoms” during menstruation.  The discussion of tampons and pads only occupies one-half of a page in this pamphlet.  

Given the recent phenomenon of PMS, it stands to reason that it would be mentioned in the two recent pamphlets; however, the 1994 Tampax pamphlet devotes only one brief paragraph to PMS by mentioning that “There are also helpful medications available without a prescription” (37).  Although the Tampax pamphlet does not go to the extreme that the Midol pamphlet does in recognizing PMS as a debilitating occurrence, the Tampax pamphlet does, nonetheless, inform readers that PMS is something that should be medicated and thus identifies PMS as abnormal.  Given the disproportionate amount of space devoted to PMS in the Body Talk pamphlet, it is easy to observe the implicit but, in this case, transparent objective of peddling products to readers.  Examining both the explicit and implicit objectives of these pamphlets is important for establishing the rhetorical focus of these artifacts.  This overview is thus helpful in establishing the ways in which these pamphlets serve the needs of their intended audiences, as well as those who manufacture menstrual products.  

Characteristics of the Ideal Menstruator

Upon my analysis of these pamphlets, clear criteria for the proper performance of menstruator appeared and include the following:

· The ideal menstruator will use the proper, scientific names when discussing the menstrual cycle.
The pamphlets acknowledge that some “girls” call menstruation a period, the monthlies, the curse, or that time of the month.  Three pamphlets, however, are emphatic that readers call this process menstruation: “Some girls call it the ‘period,’ others the ‘monthlies.’  However, menstruation or the menstrual period is right” (Growing Up and Liking It 5); and “Menstruate is a word that comes from the Latin word for month, and is pronounced men-stru-ate.  Girls sometimes use nicknames instead, but that big word is official.  So let’s start out by learning the correct name” (You’re a Young Lady Now 3).  The authors of the Getting to Know Yourself pamphlet even explain the etymology of euphemistic phrases to readers:

Some girls call it their monthly period.  Others have a habit of saying, ‘I’ve got the curse’ or ‘I’m sick’—expressions as old-fashioned as ‘the vapors.’

Such evasive phrases originated out of ignorance.  They go back to the days when women weren’t sure why they menstruated and so called this natural function a sickness!  A curse!  But thank goodness, you live in a modern age—an age that knows better.  (3)

These directions, to call menstruation by its “correct” (read: scientific) name, serve to establish the medical/scientific view as the only reality that is to be accepted.  

Evidence of the significance of the medical/scientific view is found in the Very Personally Yours pamphlet.  The authors note “Science and education have cleared away the cobwebs that used to clutter our thinking about menstruation” (7).  Thanks to science and education, readers now have a clearly ordered, systematic way of thinking about menstruation.  

Notice that women, often excluded from science but not education, take on a subservient role: As educators, they are to be mere transmitters of the “public interpretation of reality” provided to them by the medical community that is run mostly by males.  Also note how the authors of the pamphlet Getting to Know Yourself claim that women, out of ignorance, called menstruation a sickness or a curse when, in fact, it was the medical community that originally presented the view of menstruation as a deficiency and loss (Martin).  Am I pleased that menstruation is supposedly no longer thought of as a curse?  Yes.  Am I pleased that we now have a greater understanding of the menstrual cycle?  Yes.  However, the medical model of menstruation reinforces the idea that women’s bodies are deficient.

I also applaud the efforts to get readers to communicate about menstruation openly by avoiding euphemistic terms.  Yet, these directions are also contradictory: If readers talk about menstruation directly by using the word “menstruation,” unless they are in private, they will be breaking a societal taboo (that the authors themselves reinforce) that holds menstruation is to be kept secret.  

At any rate, the authors of the two most recent pamphlets do not seem to care what readers call menstruation.  The Body Talk pamphlet even includes the euphemism “that time of the month” in its subtitle.  This relaxed approach to menstruation is both good and bad: It is good in that the authors accept indirect terms and thus reduce, however slightly, the importance of the medical community’s view of women’s bodies, and bad in that readers may now see that it is acceptable to use euphemistic terms when discussing menstruation, thus reifying the communicative taboo surrounding menstruation.  Essentially, readers are damned if they do and damned if they don’t.

This characteristic emphasizes the credibility of the medical community.

· The ideal menstruator will discuss menstruation with other women or trusted adults only (but will not be confident when discussing menstruation with others).

As discussed above, readers are encouraged to talk to women about menstruation; however, A Time for Answers also recommends talking to fathers or trusted adults about menstruation.  This suggestion also warns readers against taking the advice of their peers, thus reinforcing the credibility of adults and the scientific view of the menstrual cycle.  This statement also assumes that readers have parents who are comfortable discussing menstruation with them, when this may not be the case.  This advice also implies that readers live with their mothers and possibly their fathers.  This statement begs the question, if a reader does not feel comfortable discussing menstruation with her parents, then where is she to turn?  The authors have told readers not to trust their peers, so now the only place they can obtain credible information is from the pamphlet.

This characteristic emphasizes the taboo nature of menstruation and the credibility of the pamphlet.

· The ideal menstruator may not feel her best, but will not use menstruation as an excuse for behaving badly.

Readers are told that they must not use menstruation as an excuse for a decline in their moods or tempers:  

Most girls go right along as if these particular days were just like any others.  A few complain of headache and an uncomfortable feeling in the lower part of the body.  Some feel blue, upset and cross.  They cry easily, lose their tempers over nothing, and use menstruation as an excuse for being rude and mean.  They’re pretty hard to live with.

You see, some girls imagine they feel worse than they actually do.  They get in a dither just thinking too much about themselves.  (You’re a Young Lady Now 6)

Here, the authors describe and quickly invalidate the negative feelings menstruators may experience.  Readers are told that during menstruation they should not let their emotions show; rather, they now need to learn to control their emotions just as they are learning to monitor and control their bodies.  

To illustrate this further, the World of a Girl pamphlet notes, “the hormones that produce your feeling of good spirits sometimes recede for a brief time, often right before the menstrual period, and suddenly your homework seems to go all wrong and nothing is fun.  Here’s the time to learn to control these topsy-turvy feelings.  Remember, you’ll be your own cheerful self very soon” (13).  Again, readers are being instructed to be of good cheer and to control their dispositions so that others will be able to tolerate them.  They are also told to remember that these “woeful” feelings they may be having are only temporary (Growing Up and Liking It 12).  This advice seems to encourage readers to adhere to what I described earlier as the cult of true womanhood, which is equal parts piety, purity, domesticity, and submissiveness.  Certainly, a “true” woman would not allow menstruation to ruin her cheerful disposition.  In addition, when the authors state that a reader will be her own cheerful self very soon, they imply that readers are, by nature, cheerful.

Not surprisingly, the Body Talk pamphlet, produced by the manufacturers of Midol, spends a lot of time talking about the bodily changes associated with menstruation.  Of course, the reader is introduced to the term premenstrual syndrome or PMS and is told that “You may also feel more cranky or get upset by little things” (6).  This statement validates these negative feelings and also calls attention to their manifestation and is most likely included to sell more Midol.  Naturally, readers learn that they may choose from four different types of Midol including, Cramp Formula, PMS Formula, Teen Formula, and Menstrual Formula to help them get through their menstrual period.  

This characteristic emphasizes the need to control the body and the need to conform to the cult of true womanhood.

· The ideal menstruator will know that menstruation should be kept secret.

As discussed above, it is very clear to readers that they are to discuss menstruation only with a select few.  If menstruation must be discussed, it is to be communicated about in private or, if one must talk about menstruation in public, by using euphemistic terms.  Once again the authors stress that the worst thing that can happen to a menstruator is having someone discover that she is menstruating, whether it be by seeing her menstrual blood, smelling her menstrual “odor,” or hearing her discuss her experiences with menstruation. 

This characteristic emphasizes the taboo nature of menstruation and the need to control women’s communication.

· The ideal menstruator will be clever and resourceful enough to take steps to prevent a hygienic crisis (but will most likely have one anyway).

The pamphlets suggest several ways for readers to avoid a hygienic crisis: a purse or locker full of sanitary napkins; purchasing and carrying tampons that are easy to conceal; keeping track of one’s cycle on a calendar; and paying attention to cramps, bloated feelings, and blues that signal the beginning of the menstrual cycle.  

The authors provide readers with so many suggestions for avoiding a hygienic crisis that it seems to be the reader’s fault if she ever has such a crisis.  After all, the kind producers of menstrual products have provided her with everything she would ever need to “protect” herself.  Menstruators have calendars to keep track of their cycles, pads with undetectable edges, and tampons with flushable applicators at their disposal so that no one will ever have to know that women actually menstruate.  Given all the tools with which menstruators are provided, it is their fault if their identity is detected and they alone must accept full responsibility for the guilt and shame they will experience as a result.  

This move also harms women because, despite the prevailing view in the medical community, our bodies are not machines and women can never be completely certain when they will begin menstruating.  Thus, the logic goes, if women are caught off guard when menstruation begins, it is because of their deficient bodies.  Either way, menstrual product manufacturers cannot lose.  Women, for fear of experiencing a hygienic crisis, purchase more supplies and because of the technologically advanced products must accept all the blame if their role as a menstruator is detected.

This characteristic emphasizes the need to control the body and the taboo nature of menstruation.

· The ideal menstruator will put trust in Western medicine and will know the importance of doctors.

All pamphlets mention the significant role doctors will play in readers’ lives.  Readers are instructed to check with a physician when they have passed their fourteenth birthday and still have not menstruated, have a case of severe cramps, have any discharge between periods, are always irregular, or when they flow too heavy and for too long (too long is defined as bleeding for more than seven days) (Getting to Know Yourself 11; Very Personally Yours 12; Growing Up and Liking It 19; A Time for Answers 37).  And readers of the Getting to Know Yourself pamphlet are told: “Mothers are wonderful for consulting on ‘womanly’ problems, but there are times when a doctor still knows best!  And the first to admit this will be your mother!” (11).  These authors also assume that readers’ families will have a family doctor or at least enough money for readers to visit a doctor regularly, instead of using the emergency room only in a crisis.

The authors of the pamphlets also use the role of physician to bolster the credibility of their products.  The Getting to Know Yourself pamphlet, produced by the makers of Pursettes, informs readers that “Doctors have approved tampons as a perfectly safe method of sanitary protection—a method that will not impair virginity in the normal girl” (17).  At the time this pamphlet was published, tampons were a relatively new product and many feared that women who used tampons would rupture their hymen and lose their virginity.  This manufacturer, however, used the credibility accorded to doctors so that readers would be persuaded to purchase Pursettes.  

This credibility has also worked against tampon manufacturers.  In the You’re a Young Lady Now pamphlet, produced by the manufacturers of Kotex sanitary napkins, the authors warn readers that “Tampons are not advisable for girls under eighteen.  It’s better to wait till you’re fully matured and your menstrual cycle is completely established.  And then you should check with your mother or family doctor for the go-ahead signal” (14).  Readers of the Getting to Know Yourself pamphlet are told that the small opening of the hymen makes it possible for them to use tampons without impairing their virginity; however, the authors warn, “it’s always a good idea to check with your family physician first” (10).  

These statements imply that doctors (and mothers) will not authorize the use of tampons until a much later age and suggest that younger menstruators should not use them unless they have discussed this already potentially embarrassing topic with a (presumably male) doctor.  Both pamphlets use the doctor’s advice or approval as the final step of acceptance.  This also positions the doctor as an authority figure with the highest level of supervision and power over menstruators’ bodies.  

This characteristic emphasizes the credibility of the medical community.

· The ideal menstruator will know her personal appearance is of the utmost importance and is willing to devote much time to it.

As stated in the objectives, several pamphlets also inform readers about personal hygiene and what attitudes they should take at this time.  On average, pamphlets devote 15% of their space discussing personal appearance.  Readers are usually provided with in-depth information pertaining to how they should care for themselves.  A representative sample of what readers encounter is found in the World of a Girl pamphlet: 

The gradual changes occurring in your body are also affecting your skin and hair.  Smooth complexions may turn bumpy and hair suddenly must be washed several times a week.  These conditions are especially common at the time of the menstrual period.  But be of good cheer!  These are temporary problems and you can do something about them.  The very best solution is to develop some beauty habits now that will serve you all your life.  Before you reach for a special skin lotion or shampoo, remember that both skin and hair are nourished by the bloodstream.  This means that your skin and hair can be directly improved by outdoor exercise that stimulate blood circulation, meals that include plenty of fresh fruit, milk, green salads, vegetables, and lean meats, 8 to 9 hours of sleep nightly, scrupulous cleanliness, and a calm disposition.  Special care for hair and skin is discussed on the next page.  As with playing the piano, learning to twirl a baton, or memorizing a stage part, it’s the faithful daily practice that counts.  (7)

Becoming a woman, at least according to these authors, is not only time consuming but also an activity that must be rehearsed faithfully.  On the next page readers are presented with a beauty routine that will require much devotion from the reader:

Most youthful problem skins are oily, needing to pay special attention to cleanliness and diet.  Adopt a daily routine of several careful soap-and-water washings.  Use quite warm water and a mild soap.  Gently massage suds into skin for a full minute, using finger tips or soft washcloth.  Avoid scrubbing the skin.  Rinse several times with warm, then cool water . . . .

If your hair is oilier than usual and looks dark at the roots, you should make a special effort at daily brushing.  This will distribute the oil evenly along the hair strands and stimulate the circulation.  It will also improve any dandruff condition.  Smooth, even strokes do the trick.  Brush from the roots out, stroking the hair up and away from the scalp.  You might work in your 100 daily strokes while reading, listening to records, or watching television.  (9)

If one followed this suggested regimen, at least one hour of every day would be spent on several cycles of facial cleaning, hair brushing, and shampooing.  

The other pamphlets also recommend that readers follow the same type of regimen.  The Growing Up and Liking It pamphlet also provides advice for the application of make-up: “So gently . . . a little powder and touch of lipstick is lots more attractive than that ‘painted’ look” (16).  This same pamphlet also tells readers what the reward will be for all of this hard work: “All this attention to cleanliness and daintiness will result in more charm.  More poise.  More ‘liking it’ in this business of ‘growing up’” (26).  Another pamphlet warns, “During your periods, give yourself a little extra break in personal grooming.  Turn on the charm ‘full power’” (Very Personally Yours 14).  It is intriguing that this statement does not mean “take a break from” personal grooming but “work extra hard at it.”  Charm, as mentioned here, is also something that is not “natural” and is something that the readers must work extra hard to be, especially when they are menstruating.  

The authors are correct in comparing the work readers are doing in terms of personal appearance to a “business” and also by implicitly persuading readers that by paying more attention to themselves, their charm and poise will be recognized and rewarded by others.  The second claim begs the question: for whom is the reader to turn on her charm “full power?”  Certainly not herself.  Thus, readers are told, once again, that by taking an active interest in their appearance and by being charming, others will like to be around them—even when they are menstruating.  In addition, with all of this time and energy devoted to personal hygiene, it seems that the pamphlets are prescribing a new hobby for young women: themselves.

The authors remind readers that if they do not devote this time to their personal appearance during their menstrual period and at other times, the consequences will be severe: “Habits of cleanliness and daintiness are especially important during your period days.  The menstrual flow often develops an odor when it comes into contact with air” (World of a Girl 7); “Of course, you should keep sweet and clean at all times, but it is especially important during menstruation.  Perspiration odors seem to be more noticeable at this time.  And since the menstrual flow does develop an odor when it is exposed to the air, it’s important to bathe often” (You’re a Young Lady Now 8).  

Both authors mention a menstrual “odor.”  In our culture, the word “odor” carries with it only negative connotations and we learn at a relatively early age that we must not offend others with our body odors.  We also learn that we should cover up our “odors” with “scents.”  Therefore, it is especially imperative for readers to contain their menstrual flow so that others will not be able to tell that they are menstruating.  

This characteristic emphasizes the need to conform to the cult of true womanhood, the need to control the body, and the taboo nature of menstruation.

· The ideal menstruator will be active and slim.

Exercise is consistently listed as something that readers should do to make menstruation more comfortable: “Remember that exercise—right through the month—is your guardian against discomfort during menstruation” (Very Personally Yours 14).  Readers are encouraged to continue with sports if they are used to enjoying them.  Young women are encouraged to survey themselves once again as the pamphlets tell them that they must pay attention to their bodies to be sure that they do not overexert themselves.  This characteristic is positive in that it suggests to readers that they may be active before, during, and after the menstrual cycle, but negative in that it plants the seeds of physical failure by forecasting that women may be more frail during menstruation.  

· The ideal menstruator will be willing to engage in bodily surveillance.

Readers are encouraged to participate in bodily surveillance by using the monthly calendar to mark days of spotting or bleeding, paying close attention to the way they smell and look, and noticing bodily changes such as bloating and mucous discharge.  This surveillance is conducted for one reason only: to be sure that no one else knows the young woman is menstruating.  

Recommending that young women keep such a close eye on themselves has the potential of being beneficial because these individuals may come to learn about their bodies.  But the ulterior motive for this knowledge, however, seems to be derived from the notion that menstruation is taboo and a woman caught menstruating will be ashamed.  This may also encourage a reader to view her body in a negative way as she not only separates herself from her body but also realizes that she must conquer and dominate it. 

In addition to all of the information about personal hygiene, readers are also instructed as to what kinds of foods they should consume.  Every pamphlet instructs readers to eat a balanced diet with plenty of fresh fruits and vegetables, fish, and lean meats.  The Body Talk pamphlet even asks readers to list the ten healthiest and worst things they eat (8).  

By inviting female readers to begin scrutinizing the types of food they eat and then render judgments as to whether that food is good or bad, this pamphlet places readers in a dangerous position where eating disorders can begin.  Of course, the authors might argue that readers should be eating healthy food; however, by encouraging readers to survey what they eat and how that food impacts their bodies, readers begin consuming and critiquing themselves in both a literal and figurative manner.  

This characteristic emphasizes the need to control the body and the taboo nature of menstruation.

Readers are also encouraged to eat a “proper” diet and be active so that they may be slim.  Several pamphlets warn readers of the pitfalls of eating incorrectly: “Eat right: You’ll be the first to regret too many sweets” (Growing Up and Liking It 16); “Don’t eat a lot of foods that are high in sugar and fat.  You’ll just end up with a lot of extra calories that your body will store as fat” (A Time for Answers 47); and “Don’t use these few days as an excuse for eating rich or hard-to-digest foods” (Very Personally Yours 10).  

Clearly, readers are not to let their weight get out of control or they will regret it.  The implication is that readers certainly cannot be charming if they are overweight.  And of course, all of the young women in these pamphlets, drawn or real, are slim as well.  These statements and illustrations serve as instructions to the readers regarding personal appearance and body type.  Although the pamphlets seem to suggest that difference is acceptable and even normal in menstrual cycles, this is not the case for the body itself: it is always expected to be slim.  

This characteristic emphasizes the need to control the body as well as the potential fragility (read: deficiency) of menstruator’s bodies.

· The ideal menstruator will use the various feminine protection products mentioned in the pamphlets.


One implicit objective of the pamphlets is to sell the products manufactured by the publishers of the pamphlets.  As I discussed above, the authors of these pamphlets devote a significant amount of space to their products including tampons, sanitary napkins, and premenstrual syndrome relief.  To make sure readers use their products, free samples often accompany the menstruation education presentation.  Because of Modess’s Vee-Form, Kotex’s Kimlon center and a wide array of other devices, these products are the only way that readers will be able to conceal menstruation.  Thus, to avoid stigmatization, shame, and embarrassment readers must use the menstrual products profiled in the pamphlets.

This characteristic emphasizes the taboo nature of menstruation and the need to control the body.

· The ideal menstruator will “practice” using feminine protection products before the need arises.

This is the only specific instance where readers are directed to rehearse for the role of menstruator.  In fact, the World of a Girl pamphlet tells readers that they should prepare for the arrival of their new role as a menstruator “any time after your tenth birthday” (14).  Young women are also told that they might want to try their sanitary belt and napkin on ahead of time, “to know just how they should be worn.  Then put them away in a handy place until you need them” (You’re a Young Lady Now 11).  This statement encourages readers to “try out” their new costume and also reinforces the notion that menstruation needs to be kept secret (keeping the belt and napkins out of sight).  The World of a Girl pamphlet informs readers: “Most girls like to try on their sanitary belt and pad before their actual periods begin” (13, my emphasis).  At this age, readers are especially susceptible to peer pressure.  Thus, this statement is more apt to be interpreted as an instruction instead of a suggestion because readers want to consider themselves to be like “most girls.”  

The two most current pamphlets, A Time for Answers and Body Talk, also instruct readers to practice using sanitary protection before they become actual menstruators.  The authors of the pamphlet entitled Body Talk note that “Sometimes it helps if you practice wearing a pad or inserting a tampon before you start your period and in the privacy of your own home” (6).  The A Time for Answers pamphlet tells readers “The best time to try inserting a tampon is when you are menstruating and have a heavy flow, so the tampon will slip in easily.  But some girls like to get to know tampons before they need to use them” (31).  So now readers are not only going to rehearse using tampons, they are going to get to know them.  This language suggests that readers will have some sort of an interpersonal relationship with their tampons; this type of relationship subsequently allows the products (and the manufacturers of these products) to take on great importance in constructing and communicating identities for menstruators.  

The performative element of menstruation is made particularly clear with this characteristic.  Following the advice of the pamphlets, menstruation is something that, at the very least, will definitely be “twice-performed behavior.”  This behavior is twice-performed because menstruators will want to be sure that no mistakes are made when they are “on” for real.  

This characteristic emphasizes the performative nature of menstruation, the taboo nature of menstruation, and the need to control the body.

· The ideal menstruator will be a mother someday.

While all the pamphlets mention that with menarche, young women will now be able to reproduce, some are very explicit in noting that readers will be mothers someday.  The authors of these pamphlets write: “In years to come, when you are married and have a baby, that [the uterus] is where the baby will grow” (You’re a Young Lady Now 3) and “The modern girl accepts it [menstruation] as a normal reminder that her body is being prepared for the important job of bearing children some day” (World of a Girl 6).  

The authors of A Time for Answers are much more modern in their thinking, which should be no surprise because this pamphlet was produced in 1994.  Readers are told that the various elements of the female’s reproductive system all work together “to prepare your body in case you want to have a baby one day” (10).  It is no longer assumed that the reader will be a mother; in this recent pamphlet, having a child is presented as a choice.  Still, the overwhelming emphasis on motherhood as destiny reinforces the cult of true womanhood, especially the domestic expectation.

This characteristic emphasizes the domestic aspect of the cult of true womanhood.

In terms of the composite of the ideal menstruator, readers are encouraged to control their bodies, as this theme appears with the most frequency in all the pamphlets.  The taboo nature of menstruation occurs with the second most frequency.  Readers encounter an equal amount of time devoted to discussions surrounding the credibility of the medical community and how to adhere to the cult of true womanhood.  These characteristics encourage readers to be ready and willing to purchase any type of product as long as it enables them to conceal or escape from any trace of menstruation.  

These characteristics also urge readers to begin thinking of themselves as surveyors of their own bodies as well as one who will be surveyed by others.  It is in this role, perhaps, that readers are first introduced to the notion of woman as subject/object.  Women are the menstruating subjects in the pamphlets; yet, they are also menstruating objects who must mask any evidence of their role as menstruator so that others gazing at them will not be able to detect their secret.

Ideological Implications of the Menstruation Pamphlets


The menstruation pamphlets have been most informative in discovering some ways young women are encouraged to perform the role of menstruator as well as the types of power relations at work in this role.  These roles are built upon some of the medical community’s existing views about women’s bodies.  The authors use language that often sounds “objective” and this increases the likelihood that the information they present will be accepted as fact.  Readers encountering these pamphlets may have little or no knowledge of menstruation, thus they may be particularly open to the views of menstruation set forth in the pamphlets.  The authors extensively utilize appeals to credibility and always remind readers that the scientific view is the one that should prevail.  

In terms of how these roles should be performed, readers are encouraged to perform these roles as suggested by the pamphlets or they will risk being stigmatized.  The one clear performative element that emerged continuously is the necessity for others not to see readers performing these roles.  The body is consistently cast as a hindrance that must be controlled, whether by use of tampons, maxi-pads, or pain relievers.  If someone does happen to audience the menstrual cycle (e.g., seeing blood seep through clothing), then the pamphlets teach readers that the menstruator should be embarrassed or ashamed because menstruation itself is taboo.  According to the pamphlets then the best strategy for performing the roles of menstruator is to not let anyone know the reader is performing these roles.  

The power relations at work in these pamphlets are contradictory.  The pamphlets seem to mirror the medical community’s idealization of the male body as the norm and this results in menstruation being viewed in terms of a deficiency and loss.  These pamphlets also legitimate two aspects of cultural ideology: 1) women should spend a tremendous amount of time surveying their bodies and 2) menstruation is taboo.  The authors of these pamphlets do not contest cultural or medical ideology.  Sadly, there are no points of clear resistance located in these pamphlets.  

These pamphlets also establish a relationship between women and the producers of menstrual products where the producers of menstrual products wield power over menstruators.  Most menstruators may not even consider or know about the existence of alternative menstrual products (e.g., menstrual cups, cotton pads), as they are never even mentioned in the pamphlets.  One reason that the “alternative” menstrual products are not mentioned is because these products do not fit into the culture of consumption.  That is, cotton pads and menstrual cups do not need to be purchased every month.  The authors clearly communicate to readers that the only way they can enjoy comfort and security while menstruating is by purchasing it through brand name tampons or pads.  

All in all, these pamphlets, as an introduction into the worlds of menstruation, do not offer readers a particularly bright future unless one takes extra care, at her own expense, to be certain that no one ever realizes, unless she tells them, that she is menstruating.  In order to keep this role secret, readers learn that they cannot rely on themselves but must rely on “disposable” (i.e., waste-producing, mass-mediated) products to contain the telltale signs of menstruation.  Through the act of purchasing these products, however, women are offered and expected to conform to the rhetorically constructed and ideologically laden identities for menstruating women. 

What is most troubling about these pamphlets is the logic they present to the reader: By describing menstruation as taboo, readers are led to believe that women’s bodies are innately inferior to men’s bodies, thus it is in women’s best interest to keep these identities secret so that society will not have to be reminded of women’s deficiencies.  With this logic, women come to understand that by keeping menstruation out of the public sphere, they might be able keep some of the cultural stigma assigned to women at bay.  Yet, by keeping menstruation out of the public sphere, the stigma associated with these this process and thus, with women’s natural, untreated bodies, only continues to grow.  
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