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The rose does bloom for all it’s true 

yet her mysteries are known to few. 

Will you wear her crown of thorns 

and shed your blood to be reborn? 

Will you stand before the temple and say 

“Yes, I will walk the serpent’s way”? 

Or will you hold in your hand a treasure unknown  

to be cast aside when the fragrance is gone? 

And will you walk the path of truth 

the twenty-two steps without any proof? 

For it cannot be known by book or by scroll;  

it can only be lived fold by fold. 

 

(Karen Smith 2009) 
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Introduction 

 

How are we to understand menstruation in our modern world? Is it “like a vestigial organ, 

left over from an outworn evolutionary stage”, or could it be the accompaniment of some 

hitherto unused ability in women?” If the first option, it is little wonder that with the aid of 

pharmaceuticals, many women are choosing to reduce or eliminate their monthly 

menstrual cycle. If the latter is true, humanity is in danger of disregarding a gift, given 

through women, but potentially beneficial to all.   

In their seminal book on menstruation, The Wise Wound, Penelope Shuttle and Peter 

Redgrove introduce a daring and controversial proposition: “Suppose that society is a lie, 

and that the period is a moment of truth which will not sustain lies” (ibid). Suppose indeed 

that menstruation, maligned, and rejected in our culture, is in fact threatening because it is 

powerful. Anthropologist George Devereux says that “the menstruating woman can be 

defined as both sacred and dangerous, and in a good many ways, as “sacred because 

dangerous”, and “dangerous because sacred”’ (Devereux, 1950, p. 252).  

In the main, this essay is an enquiry into the recent trend towards menstrual suppression 

that is occurring over the western world. It is in three distinct parts: Chapter one briefly 

charts some of the cultural, religious, and medical attitudes towards menstruation past and 

present. Included in this section is a cross-cultural account of traditional and indigenous 

attitudes towards menstruation. In chapter two I assess the contemporary trend towards 

menstrual suppression and offer a critique of western science in relation to women’s 

bodies and reproduction. In this section I also offer a positive analysis of scientific findings 

that could facilitate a menstrual positive perspective. Chapter three is an analysis of the 

reasons why many women reject menstruation; here I present arguments for and against a 

female “essentialist” position, which in the context of this essay is the belief that women, on 

account of their biology, have an inherent and unique connection with nature.  
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For the first time in history women can choose to opt out of menstruation with the aid of a 

new type of oral contraceptive (OCP’s), known as “menstrual suppressants”. While many 

women are relieved to be freed from the monthly “curse”, others are concerned about the 

long-term health implications of this process. My own concerns are less tangible: while I 

am naturally concerned about the health risks of menstrual suppression to women’s 

physical bodies, I am also troubled by the potential loss of women’s emotional, psychic and 

spiritual wellbeing. On a darker note, I am uneasy about what appears to be control and 

manipulation of women’s bodies and women’s power- history shows us that misogynist 

attitudes have been instrumental in shaping and containing knowledge within religious, 

cultural, and academic institutions including gynecology. Throughout this essay I offer 

some examples of institutionalized misogyny which implicitly or otherwise collude in the 

control of women’s bodies. 

Menstrual suppression also raises deeper questions about our human relationship with the 

natural world, our tolerance for and understanding of an innate natural wisdom involved 

with cycles and time, and natural processes. Ecology, how we interact and co-exist with the 

world-both human and non-human-around us is of central importance to this enquiry. At 

the center of this essay, I place the flowing blood of menstruation as a symbol of renewal: 

“The main theme of the Goddess symbolism” says Maria Gimbutas, “is the mystery of birth 

and death and the renewal of life, not only human life but all life on earth and indeed in the 

whole cosmos” (Gimbutas, 1989, xix). 

We have moved, in our modern scientific culture, “from enhanced control over external 

nature to the harnessing and transformation of internal nature” (Clarke, quoted in Fosket 

and Mamo, 2009, p. 927). And in our pursuit of knowledge, we have developed 

technologies capable of “transforming life itself” (ibid). On this human odyssey towards 

perfecting life something is being lost, something is forgotten … on reaching the point of no 

return, the pinnacle of human mastery over nature and the zenith of the enlightened mind, 

can we boldly cross into a “brave new world”, protected at last from the “devouring 

Mother”? (Neumann, 1994, p.177). If so, what consequences may come from what in the 

days of the old gods would certainly be considered hubris?  
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 The Sufi Mystic, Ibn Arabi tells us that “universal nature is the feminine, or the maternal 

side of the creative act and is the merciful breathing-out of God” (quoted in Marshal, 1996, 

p.157), but science, intent on “wrestling the secrets from nature to gain mastery over its 

operations” (Merchant, 1980, p.111), is in danger of violating all that is sacred. In an 

anonymous text called the Purissima Revelation, there is caution against usurping nature in 

our attempt to steal the ‘Golden Fleece’- 

And woe to him, who, like Jason, lets himself be seduced by his dangerous conquest 
and submits to nature the sorceress, instead of remaining constant and true to his 
divine bride, wisdom (Quoted in Marshall, 1996, p.157).  

Guidance on correct behavior and the laws that must be adhered to in order to attain the 

‘Golden Fleece’ are offered in the text: “Only the wise Argonauts, who strictly observe the 

laws of nature and are completely devoted to the will of the Almighty can win the precious 

golden fleece” (Marshall, 1980, p.157). In a contemporary context the ‘Golden Fleece’ may 

be seen as the secrets of renewal and regeneration, the giver of life and the bestower of 

wisdom found in the “wise blood” and cycles of women – menstruation as a physical 

representation of “the laws of nature” that will help us to live in harmony with the natural 

world.  

In interfering with the human body and natural bodily functions, the modern scientist 

homo scientificus, has transgressed the laws of nature, and setting himself apart from 

nature has developed an attitude of domination: 

In order to do violence to Mother Nature and other sister beings on the earth, homo 
scientificus had to set himself apart, or above Nature. The modern scientist is the 
man who presumably created nature as well as himself out of his brain power. He is 
the new god, the culture hero of European civilization (Mies and Shiva, 1993, p. 47).  

“Biomedicalization” of women’s bodies - that is the “harnessing and transformation of 

internal nature” (Clarke, quoted in Fosket and Mamo, 2009, p. 927), takes us dangerously 

close to a rejection of embodiment, in particular female embodiment. For Vandana Shiva 

and Maria Mies this is “characteristic in “Enlightenment thought” which is “purified” of all 

traces of the fact that we are born of women and that we shall die, that we are carnal, 

mortal beings” (Mies and Shiva, 1993, p.226).  
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A point of concern in my essay is that while menstruation is in danger of becoming 

obsolete, so little is known about it. Many of the ideas that inform modern gynecology are 

remnants from a darkly misogynist past where according to James Hillman, “upon the 

physical body of the feminine the fantasies of female inferiority become most florid” 

(Hillman, 1972, p219). I am curious to discover what collective cultural motivations have 

led us to a point in history where menstruation, the most basic, primal, and arguably most 

powerful symbol of the feminine is in danger of vanishing forever.   

In enquiring into the nature of menstrual suppression, I look for a cultural meaning of 

menstruation by tracing a timeline back into our collective history to identify predominant 

attitudes. What I discover is that menstruation as a subject is not cohesive - opinions, 

research, and belief about menstruation throughout modern Western history is fractured. 

A prevailing sense of rejection keeps the subject of menstruation hidden and ‘taboo’; even 

today we don’t generally talk about menstruation, or we refer to it in negative terms – “the 

curse” or “the rag”. With a brief enquiry into the physical and emotional problems 

associated with menstruation, it is reasonable to assume that menstruation in the modern 

west has become pathologized. According to Penelope Shuttle and Peter Redgrove, 90% of 

modern women suffer dysmenorrhea and in the Guardian newspaper on 6 September 2017, 

it was reported that 176 million women suffer from endometriosis (Lee Kennedy, 2017).  

Feminist scholar Mary Parlee says:  

What little we do know of menstruation has been defined in terms of pathology; 
menstrual studies are incomplete while we only chart the sickness of the cycle, and 
not its peaks and inspirations” (Parlee, quoted in Shuttle and Redgrove 1978, p.72).  

Neither does there appear to be a cohesive “menstrual myth” in our culture which suggests 

that menstruation has become dislocated from its symbolic meaning. While fragments of a 

menstrual mythology may be found in the symbolism of folklore and fairy tales - according 

to cultural anthropologist Chris Knight, “Sleeping Beauty –along with others of its kind – is 

in its logic entirely and consistently menstrual” (Knight, 1987, p.4). Views on the meaning 

and interpretations of the menstrual symbols hidden in these stories differ and are 

inconsistent.  
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Traditional and indigenous cultures appear to have a different relationship to 

menstruation: anthropologists Thomas Buckley and Alma Gottlieb say, “this apparently 

ordinary biological event [menstruation] has been subject to extraordinary symbolic 

elaboration in a wide variety of cultures” (Buckley and Gottlieb, 1988, p. 3). The meaning of 

menstruation while apparently more symbolic in traditional cultures is no less ambiguous; 

cross-culturally studies shows that while menstruation is universally “taboo”, rules, social 

mores, and customs "bespeak quite different, even opposite, purposes and meanings… 

ambiguous and often multivalent” (ibid).  

In our own culture “selective” myths on menstruation may be found within the Judeo- 

Christian tradition where generally speaking menstruation is viewed as “impure”, 

“unclean” or “contaminating” - Leviticus 15:19-23, is a typical example: “When a woman 

has discharge, if the discharge in her body is blood, she shall continue in her menstrual 

impurity for seven days; and whoever touches her shall be unclean until evening” 

(biblehub, 2017).  

In The Myth of Analysis James Hillman tells us: “In the writings of the church fathers’ 

misogyny is particularly virulent in regard to the body of women…. darkness and female 

are interchangeable concepts” (Hillman, 1972, p.219). For Penelope Shuttle and Peter 

Redgrove “the persecutions of the ‘witch trials’ of early modern Europe, was “one 

enormous menstrual taboo” (Shuttle and Redgrove, 1978, p.204). Although occurring many 

centuries ago, the “witch trials” may yet shed light on our current attitudes to 

menstruation. Hillman says: “By looking back into history, we can see the influence of 

fantasy upon observation quite easily” (Hillman, 1972, p.221).  

This essay is concerned with how “fantasies” from the past inform our contemporary 

attitudes and experiences of the female body today, and particularly our views on 

menstruation. Drawing on Val Plumwood’s critique of what she refers to as the “master 

consciousness” of western knowledge, I question how far the “enlightened” mind of the 

modern west truly understands and appreciates women: How far can knowledge about 

women’s bodies, reproduction, sexuality, and menstruation be trusted from within what 

Plumwood says is an “androcentric” model of culture? 
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The participants in the great dialogue of western philosophy, which extends now 
some two and a half thousand years into the past, have been almost entirely male, 
white, and drawn from the privileged sections of society (Plumwood, 1993, p.3).  

In this essay I question how it is that menstruation, once considered a sacred process has 

become in our modern times devoid of meaning - what has caused a shift from the sacred 

to the profane? In The Woman in a Shaman’s Body, anthropologist Barbara Tedlock says: 

“The unease so many Western women feel about their menstrual cycle springs from a 

combination of masculine sentiments and religious sanctions” (Tedlock, 2005, p.196). 

Therefore, “women no longer understand that the instinctive movement during 

menstruation is withdrawal in order to connect with powerful psychic energies to effect 

healing in their lives” (George, 1992, p.19-20). But while “hundreds of thousands of 

women” (Seasonal advertising campaign, 2003) are choosing to eradicate their menses 

altogether, untold numbers of women are waking up to the power of their “wise blood”, 

and are joining other women in ‘moon lodges’, ‘red tents’, and ‘priestess groups’, across the 

western world. Contemporary women are connecting with and reclaiming the mysteries of 

“the dark menstrual and birthing blood [where resides] the vital essence of the most 

feminine form of spiritual energy” (Tedlock, 2005, p.173).  

In considering the reasons why many women reject menstruation, I am led to the thorny 

debate at the heart of feminist discourse- the “essentialism” and “biological determinism” 

debate. This dialectic asks difficult questions about the relationship between women and 

nature – is it the case that women, on account of their biology have at least the latent ability 

to enjoy a particular and unique relationship with the natural world, and if so, what does 

that mean? In my attempt to find a “gynocentric” perspective on menstruation, I find 

significantly more “pro period” writing within certain feminist movements such as “affinity 

feminism” and “spiritual feminism”, and less in the more popular “liberal” or “cultural 

feminism” where overall an essentialist position is rejected. For feminist scholar Carol 

Merchant:  

“These celebrations of the connection between women and nature contain an 
inherent contradiction.  If women overtly identify with nature and both are 
devalued in modern western culture, don’t such efforts work against women’s 
prospects for their own liberation? (Merchant, preface xvi).   
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Broadly speaking the dialectic falls into two camps: “liberal” or “cultural” feminist who 

reject an “essentialist” position also reject a “spiritual” position, while “spiritual” or 

“affinity” feminists generally reject “cultural” and “political” feminism. For the purposes of 

this essay, I am interested to find where these opposing views over-lap offering a third way 

for feminist discourse beyond the “chasm” of duality. Ecofeminists Maria Mies and Vandana 

Shiva reject any division based on “spiritual” versus “political” feminism and maintain that 

the earth [and body] which should be treated as sacred is not in conflict with a materialist 

and active politics (Mies and Shiva, 1993, p.249). And while Mies and Shiva do not place 

menstruation directly within the context of their critique, other political feminists do. The 

position I hold myself is that menstruation is a personal, spiritual, political, and cultural 

issue.  

Chapter 1 Menstruation 

Menstruation as a topic is not an easy one. To begin with many modern women are divided 

in opinion about the meaning of menstruation, and their relationship to it. While some 

consider it “a monthly turmoil” (Short, quoted in Laws, 1990, p.102), others celebrate it as 

“the essence of primary process” (Shuttle and Redgrove, 1978, p.87).  Not only is opinion 

on menstruation divided among women, as a subject, menstruation is split across fields of 

knowledge: science, anthropology, medicine, psychology, and religion. From the “weeping 

uterus” of gynecology (Jeffcoate, quoted in Laws, Sophie, 1990, p.93), to the “wisdom and 

power of the womb” (Owen, quoted in Fedele, 2013, p.150), the meaning of menstruation 

remains elusive.  While menstrual symbolism may be hidden in fairytales and folk lore 

there is no abiding menstrual myth in our modern western culture where instead 

menstruation is generally marginalized or pathologized.  

Traditional cultures appear to accord menstruation and menstrual rites a greater 

significance, and often reverence. In The Encyclopaedia of Women’s Myths and Magic 

Barbara Walker says, “From the earliest human cultures, the mysterious magic of creation 

was thought to reside in the blood women gave forth in apparent harmony with the moon” 

(Walker, 2007 p635).  And in Blood Relations: The Origins of Culture Knight comments: 
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In modern western societies menstruation is a bodily function not thought to 
require much public acknowledgement or discussion. Yet traditional cultures almost 
everywhere have accorded it extraordinarily elaborate symbolic attention (Knight, 
1991, p.375).  

Within anthropology, the menstrual dialectic is often between the “sacred” and the 

“profane”, but always it is associated with “taboo”: tabu - a Polynesian word is made up 

from the root ta, meaning “to mark”, and pu, which is an adverb of intensity; tabu, 

therefore, means marked thoroughly” (Steiner Quoted in Knight 1991, p.378). Therefore, it 

is not necessarily accurate to assume that taboo is always viewed negatively in traditional 

cultures; it is worth bearing in mind that where western anthropology presents 

menstruation in this way, it may be a projection through the cultural filters of the 

anthropologist. 

One such phenomenon where interpretation appears be misrepresented is the “menstrual 

hut”-spaces in which menstruating women are separated from the rest of the community. 

According to various accounts this is not intended to demean or degrade women, rather it 

is to honor and protect them during their “special” time.  

Val Plumwood challenges the “androcentric” perspective at the core of Western culture; 

however, her critique extends beyond the traditional feminist analysis of patriarchy in 

which “white-privileged-males” are the dominant figures and includes what she refers to as 

a “master model” of culture - a “conspiracy”, a “legacy”, and a “form of culture” (Plumwood, 

1993, p.190). It is therefore worth considering that research and information offered 

through traditional anthropology is also subject to this “legacy”. Barbara Tedlock says that 

the “primacy of women in shamanic traditions has been obscured and denied.... that 

women’s bodies and minds are particularly suited to tap into the power of transcendence 

has been ignored” (Tedlock 2005, p.4).  Of portrayal of the menstruating woman within 

ethnographic and anthropological studies, Janet Hoskin says:  

Since hiding menstruation from men and playing down its role in public correspond 
to Euro- American practices, this attitude has come to be seen as a reasonable norm, 
and an emphasis on menstruation as a deviant expression of intersexual conflict 
(Janet Hoskins in Ethnology. 41, No.4).  
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According to Tedlock, these distortions have occurred due to the “misreading of research to 

sexism pure and simple” (Tedlock, 2005, p.4). But says Tedlock, “it is time to reclaim the 

woman in the shaman’s body” (ibid).   

 

1.1 Late 19th and Early 20th Century Medical Views of Women 

Why has menstruation been so marginalized and disparaged in the modern west is of 

central importance to this essay. In The Myth of Analysis, Hillman says, “the inferiority of 

female menstrual blood to male semen is explicitly explained within Aristotelian theory of 

reproduction which carries through to Thomas Aquinas and the writings of the church 

fathers” (Hillman, 1973, pp 226-231). In medical and scientific research put forward at the 

end of the nineteenth and early twentieth century, women were often thought to be 

inferior to men: “Certain parts of the brain are congenitally inferior in women as compared 

to men” (Moebius, quoted in Hillman, 1972, p.244). Women’s brains and wombs are for 

physicians and psychiatrists of that period the main organs used to prove the inferiority of 

women. Hillman says these ideas have “sinister misogynistic implications” (ibid).  

Negative opinions about the womb can be found extending back to ancient Greece: 

“physician Aretaeus of Cappadocia called the uterus “an animal within an animal” ….he 

theorized that the womb, if left to its own devices, was prone to going walkabout and 

strangling the woman from the inside” (Broadly, 2017). These ideas carried forward well 

into the 20th century: 

The womb is conceived to be self-moved, perhaps autonomous, and therefore, a 
“living” creature” (Conford) or “animal” (Jowett and T. Taylor)….hysteria was the 
effect of the desirous animal in woman….it was the disease in which the autonomous 
animal dominates the human being, cutting her off from pneuma respiration, spirit, 
and degrading her into the animality of her womb (quoted in Hillman, 1972, p.245)  

Feminist writer Mary Daly has a particular focus on gynecology and medical practices 

carried out on women’s bodies which she presents in her 1987 Gyn/Ecology. According to 

Lucy Sargisson what Daly seeks in this work is “a true, wild, Woman's self, which she 
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perceives to be dormant in women, temporarily pacified by patriarchal systems of 

domination” (Sargisson, 1996, p.184).  Daly herself says: 

The rise of western gynecology was built on the massacre of women healers, 
replaced by male medical practitioners…the purpose and intent of gynecology 
was/is not healing in a deep sense but violent enforcement of the sexual caste 
system (Daly, quoted in Noble, 1991, p.35).  

 

 

1.2 Menstruation in the Christian Church 

There are eleven versus in the bible that mention menstruation.  In each case, menstruation 

is regarded as “impure”, “unclean”, “contaminating” or in some way “taboo”. In Leviticus 

15:19-23 we are told of the menstruating woman that: 

Everything on which she lies during her menstrual impurity shall be unclean, and 
everything on which she sits shall be unclean. Anyone who touches her bed shall 
wash his clothes and bathe in water and be unclean until evening (Leviticus 15:19-
23). 

Tedlock says that “to this day feminine blood is considered impure in the Roman Catholic 

Church” (Tedlock, 2005, p.197); views on menstruation, so denigrated in the Christian 

bible continued to be demonized well into the 20th century. Writing at the beginning of the 

20th century, the historian of medicine Karl Sudhoff, says:  

A young child who looks into a mirror which was looked at by a menstruating 
woman will become long-sighted and cross-eyed and his eyes will be poisoned, 
stained, and ruined, as the mirror was stained by the menstruating woman (Sudhoff, 
quoted in Jung, 1956, p.173).  
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Figure 1:  Christ and the Woman with the Issue of Blood - Paolo Veronese 

In the gospels- Matthew 9:20–22, Mark 5:25–34,  and Luke 8:43–48, there are accounts of 

Jesus Healing the Bleeding Woman, or The Woman with an Issue of Blood. The incident 

occurs when Jesus is traveling among a large crowd when from behind his robe is touched 

by a woman who is bleeding form her vagina. There are various accounts of the story 

however the gist is that when the bleeding woman touched his robe, Jesus felt “power” 

leave him (Luke 8:43-48 KJV) and he turned to ask his disciples, “who touched my cloak?” 

(ibid).  His disciples were surprised that Jesus should ask that question amid so many 

people, when so many were touching him… however Jesus was determined to know who 

had touched him: “but” Jesus said, “someone touched me; I know that power has gone out 

from me” (Luke 8; 43-48 NIV). The woman confessed and was healed by Jesus, but the 

question of why Jesus should have felt the loss of something when he was touched by the 

woman is mysterious: “Jesus knew that virtue or power had went out of him…. her touch of 

faith made a demand on His healing power” (Mark 5:28, NIV).  There are differing 

interpretations as to why the woman was bleeding, however, according to Dr. John 

McArthur, it seems likely she was menstruating: 

Because of the continual bleeding, the woman would have been regarded in Jewish 
law as a niddah or menstruating woman, and so ceremonially unclean. In order to be 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gospel_of_Matthew
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gospel_of_Mark
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gospel_of_Luke
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regarded as clean, the flow of blood would need to stop for at least 7 days. Because 
of the constant bleeding, this woman lived in a continual state of uncleanness which 
would have brought upon her social and religious isolation (McArthur, 1987, pp. 79-
80).  

Continuing with the menstrual myth as portrayed within the Judeo-Christian tradition, 

Malleus Maleficarum (Hammer of the Witches) is a treatise authorized in 1484 by Pope 

Innocent VIII - Malleus outlines and sanctions inquisitorial practices to exterminate 

witches. It ascertained that all witchcraft stemmed from “carnal lust” (quoted in Shuttle 

and Redgrove, 1978, p.54).  In a chapter entitled Nine Million Menstrual Murders Shuttle 

and Redgrove propose that being a woman was enough to be targeted in the campaign: 

In the middle-ages, it scarcely mattered whether you were an organized dissident or 
not. You were a dissident by being a woman. One aspect of women’s dissidence, so 
far as men are concerned, is that they magically menstruate, and produce magical 
blood (Shuttle and Redgrove 1978, p.204).  

 Shuttle and Redgrove are clear that a major reason for the attack on women, other than the 

alleged “carnal; lust”, and dalliance with demons, was menstruation: 

A major sexual function of women that made them a target was menstruation…. 
menstruation was a sign of a woman's maturity, just as menopause was an 
indication of the wisdom associated with old age (Shuttle and Redgrove, 1978, 
pp.228-233). 

The hysteria that took hold in the minds of the persecutors and those in collusion with the 

persecutors became extremely condemning leading to the extermination of those- mainly 

women- whom they considered a threat. In his book, The Malleus Maleficarum and the 

Construction of Witchcraft, Hans Peter Broedel, quotes a passage from Jacob Sprenger and 

Heinrich Kramer, the two Dominican Friars who wrote Maleus -  

Ultimately, however, the bewitched cannot hope for an infallible remedy, for the 
power of witches is too strong. There is only one completely reliable way to combat 
witchcraft, and this is to eliminate the witches (quoted in Broedel, 2003, p.33). 

Feminist theologian scholar Carol Christ notes: “It is not difficult to see why she [the 

suspected witch] was persecuted by an insecure and misogynist church that could not 

tolerate rival power, especially the power of women” (Christ, 1988, p.46).  
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Figure 2: Dominique-Louis-Féréa Papety, ‘The Temptation of Saint Hilarion’, 1843–44. 

What was at the root of such “sinister” misogyny that spread during the early modern 

period? Scholar of Gnosticism and Jungian psychology, Stephan A Hoeller, says, “men 

project their dark, erotic side onto woman, whom they the fear and desire at the same time, 

precisely because they fear and desire their own unconscious Eros” (Hoeller, 1982, p.143). 

As he sees it: 

Here is the true reason for the long-held distorted view of women as dangerous 
seductresses leading men astray, creatures filled with a dark, menacing sexuality, at 
once terrifying and alluring to the masculine psyche…the woman as witch, 
temptress, Eve, the willing dupe of an evil serpent of the story of Genesis (ibid).   

This comment is backed up by Jung himself who says: “What man has found to say about 

feminine eroticism, and especially about the feeling –life of women, is derived for the most 

part from the projections of his own anima and is accordingly distorted” (Jung, quoted in 

Hoeller, 1982, p.144).  Jungian analyst Marion Woodman connects patriarchy with 

archetypal influences of solar versus lunar consciousness:  

Patriarchy originated in the oldest myths of humankind: the hero’s journey…in this 
myth, the hero is the descendent of the sun god, that symbol of absolute authority 
upon which all life depends…. the sun god continuously reasserts his absolute 
authority by the conquest of the forces of darkness that challenge his reign” 
(Woodman, 1988, p. 19).  
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If “female” then is equated with darkness and “male” is seen as the solar authority, 

“maleness” is naturally superior to “femaleness” and man must protect himself against the 

forces of darkness that threaten to eclipse his sovereignty.  As Woodman puts it: 

The relationship between sun and moon comes to symbolize the relationship 
between the sexes themselves…. the feminine, standing for the forces of darkness 
and chaos, is brought within the orbit of a masculine light-bringing creation as a 
reflection of its power (ibid).  

Hillman says: “theories of the female body are predominantly based on the observations 

and fantasies of men” (Hillman, 1972, p.249). If the observations of men are based on fear 

and a need to bring the feminine to order, the actions of the church fathers during the 

“witch trials” found righteous justification based on a collective fear of women. The “image 

of the female” says Hillman “has not changed, because it remains the image in the 

masculine psyche” (Hillman, 1972, p.249). Ironically, hysteria “so long considered an 

exclusively a woman disease”, (Hillman 1972, p251) seems to have taken a much stronger 

hold in the minds of the church fathers of the early modern period than the women accused 

of being witches. And it is who Hillman reminds us that depth psychology rises out of 

hysteria: “the original substance for our field consists of the problem of the feminine” 

(Hillman, 1972, p289). Psychology then, must also be recognized as developing out of an 

essentially “androcentric” position in which women are viewed negatively, as Hillman puts 

it:  

Feminine inferiority now becomes the fundamental affliction of consciousness, the 
etiological specific that brings about both our psychic disorders and the method of 
analysis aimed at these disorders (Hillman, 1972, p.292). 

Bearing in mind that so little was, and arguably still is, known about the female body - “not 

until 1827 was the human egg discovered, and not until the turn of the present century was 

the cyclical relation between menstruation and ovulation clearly established” (Hillman, 

1972, p.223) - it is little wonder that traces of the “male fantasy” prevail. Even today, it is 

apparent that little is really known about menstruation, its true meaning, and its effects on 

the female psyche. Writing as recently as 1988, Thomas Buckley and Alma Gottlieb say: 
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For all the significance attributed to menstrual symbolism by anthropologists and 
others, and for all the fascination with which its origins and functions have been 
pursued, little has been firmly established” (Buckley and Gottlieb, 1988, p.3). 

 A gynocentric perspective of women and women’s bodies is strangely absent from most of 

the medical, psychological, and philosophical literature that found its way into creating a 

compendium of “knowledge” which is still drawn upon today.  

The “father of modern gynecology”, James Marion Sims, 1813-1883, purchased, or was 

given, black slave women on whom he allegedly experimented without anesthetic - there 

was a common belief at the time that black woman felt no pain (Lerner 2017) - and 

although his methods have been criticized, Physician L. L. Wall commends his work:  

Sims conformed to accepted medical practices of the time, that he performed 
surgery for a therapeutic result, and that the women he operated on suffered what 
could be a catastrophic condition for their health and quality of life (Wall, 2006).  

Today a statue of Simms currently stands outside the New York Academy of Medicine - this 

is reminiscent of the witches “ducking” seat that hangs over Canterbury’s river Stour, 

historically a device of torture now a tourist attraction. These reminders of a dark past that 

find their way unchallenged into our contemporary landscapes could provide a gateway 

into understanding the collective psyche in relation to the feminine. These symbols of 

darkness go, for the most part, unnoticed but I suggest they exist as markers of our 

collective unhealed wounds particularly in relation to the feminine and her treatment at 

the hands of patriarchy.  Hillman says: “we turn to history to train the eye, it gives 

perspective…. history provides an entrance into the imaginal, it is like an avenue down 

which we can investigate the archetypal (Hillman 1972, p.221). 
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1.3 Menstrual Power 

 

Figure 3: Mary Magdalene with Alabaster Jar by EsotericaZosimoto 

Within the feminist spirituality movement, professor of religious studies, Anna Fedele 

describes the practices of a group of Spanish pilgrims for whom “a world-denying and body 

mortifying Christian attitude is at the root of most present-day evils and the principal cause 

of the exploitation of the planet” (Fedele 2013. p.145). The pilgrims who consider 

themselves “heirs of an ancient pre-Christian and pre-patriarchal pagan cult of the 

Goddess” (ibid), are among the many groups involved in what I would describe as a 

“menstrual revival” movement. The pilgrims believe that “women’s blood is sacred and see 

the menstrual cycle as a key element in the process of reversing Christianity’s systematic 

devaluation of the body, particularly the female body” (ibid).  

Within our modern culture the power of menstruation has likewise been recognized 

although not widely, and not generally within exoteric western knowledge. In the 

concluding chapter of The Golden Bough James Frazer added his own contribution to the 
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view of menstruants as semi-divine “powers” (Knight 1991, p.381), and the anthropologist 

Robert Briffault says: 

The person of the menstruating woman is fraught with a strange power, which is 
thought of in some cultures a kind of communicable disease, and in others a kind of 
shamanic or magical holiness leading to prophetic fits and trances (Shuttle and 
Redgrove 1978, p.62).  

Deveraux offers this rather controversial statement when referring to menstruating 

women: “one does not bother to tie up a puppy with a steel cable” (Quoted in Shuttle and 

Redgrove, p. 61).  

 

Figure 4: ‘The Night of Enitharmon's Joy’- William Blake. In the public domain 

Astrologer and therapist Demetra George suggests that the rejected aspects of the feminine 

is the ‘Dark Goddess’ whose teachings attune women to the “trinity of feminine wholeness” 

(George, 1992, p.43). The Dark Goddess is not only concerned with women and reviving the 

exiled aspects of the feminine, she is also concerned with “divination, magic, healing, sacred 

sexuality, the nonphysical dimensions of being, and the mysteries of birth, death, and 

regeneration” (George, 1992, p.43). Rituals and knowledge involving birth, death, renewal, 

and regeneration are the domain of the Dark Goddess “who has come to contain the 

rejected aspects of feminine wholeness and, as such, she now symbolizes the feminine 

shadow” (George, 1992, p.44). George says that in rejecting the Dark Goddess and her 

teachings, not only women but the Earth has suffered: 
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In the attempt to deny the death bringing Dark Goddess who also holds the sexual 
secrets, patriarchal culture has concealed from us the knowledge of the healing and 
rejuvenating gifts of her sexuality. Not only has this gross misunderstanding 
poisoned the relationships between men and women, but the rejection of the 
feminine regenerative sexual power has also resulted in the stagnation and 
putrefaction of our bodies and the earth (George, 1992, p.50).  

Sylvia Brinton Perera who wrote Descent to the Goddess in 1981 says that women need to 

reconnect with that lost part of themselves and that the task for “unmothered daughters of 

patriarchy” is to find healing (Perera, 1932, p.56) 

Thus, we need to undergo a “controlled regression” into the borderland-underworld 
levels of the dark goddess- back to ourselves before we had the form we know, back 
to the magic and archaic levels of consciousness and to the transpersonal passions 
and rages which both blast and nurture us there… back to the body mind (Perera, 
1932, p.56).  

I propose that menstruation, both archaic and contemporary is a red thread that weaves 

through the ages and the mother-lines…telling the story of the feminine mysteries… 

keeping them alive. Menstruation, then, can provide an initiatory context for modern 

women to find the healing that Perera speaks of; it is an entirely feminine experience that 

can be rescued from patriarchal attitudes and control and may be reclaimed as an 

important aspect of the feminine principle.  

Attempts to suppress the Dark Goddess, the feminine mysteries, and menstruation is 

ultimately futile, as “the more narrow and restrictive the society in which we live, the 

larger will be the collective shadow (George, 1992, p.48). Even although there is a 

possibility that menstruation may be physically eradicated, its archetypal image, its symbol 

and correspondences are not so easily diminished. Menstruation does not entirely become 

unreal by its absence… the shadow created by its rejection, I suspect, would be, is, felt at a 

collective level. But at this threshold in our story, where on one hand lies the road to 

menstrual suppression and the other opens the gateway to a menstrual revival, it is 

important to create modern day rituals and ceremonies around menstruation. Eliade says 

“it is what happens in the sacred space, the space out of time (the transhuman) that gives 

structure and consistency to the profane world (Eliade, quoted in Shapiro and Andeerscu, 

2104, p, 24). 
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The benefits and meaning of resacralizing menstruation in our modern era have far 

reaching implications beyond the individual woman or groups or women. In traditional 

mythologies, the “draconic” powers of menstruation “may be thought to influence not only 

the entire earth but the cosmos, too” (Knight, 1991, p.375). At a time when many feel the 

earth is in a state of crisis and while officials all over the world fly to Geneva and The Hague 

to discuss climate change, the environment, and eco movements, is it at least worth 

considering that honoring our bodies and its functions as sacred may go some way to 

restoring balance in humanity and our relationship with the sacredness of life?  

In light of what may be learned about the feminine mysteries from traditional and ancient 

cultures, restoring and reclaiming the creative life-enhancing ways of the feminine towards 

renewal and regeneration is much needed at this time: “without the vital feminine balance 

the collective patriarchal principle there is a certain barrenness to life” (Qualls-Corbett, 

1988, p.16). As the feminine, female bodies and female biological functions have been 

particularly reviled in our modern world, the resacralization of menstruation, it appears, 

would be a good place to start.  

1.4 Menstrual Revival 

 

Figure 4: Protection of the Mother God-Orthodox Image found on google images 
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What may loosely be termed as a “menstrual revival movement”, beginning in the 1970s 

and taking hold in the 1980s continues today as many women seek to honor menstruation 

and even utilize it as a method of empowerment for women. Fedele says: “by the end of the 

1980’s, a movement to affirm the power and importance of menstruation had developed” 

(Fedele 2013.p. 151). Chris Knight credits a significant contribution to Shuttle and 

Redgrove and claims: 

It was above all The Wise Wound that presented a new generation of emancipated 
women in the 1980’s with what seemed to be at first a daring and paradoxical 
message: Menstruation can be an empowering and indeed magical experience 
(Knight, 1991, p.378).  

 While much negativity, past and present, has undoubtedly played a part in our current 

menstrual rejection, empowering messages of feminine gnosis from The Wise Wound and 

other seminal texts such as Vicki Noble’s Shakti Woman, and Sjoo and Mor’s The Great 

Cosmic Mother finds strong resonance today. In the feminine spirituality movement, 

goddess, and pagan groups and in “pro-women” circles all over the western world, women 

are reclaiming their “wise blood”. Alexander Pope, a leader in the menstrual movement 

promotes her Red School by declaring “we’ve got a radical new approach to women’s 

leadership, creativity and spiritual life based on a uniquely feminine way – the menstrual 

cycle” (redschool.com, 2017).   

Similarly, Red Tent is a grass roots movement where circles of woman gather regularly to 

share and endorse the experiences of womanhood through different stages. The first circles 

appeared in the late 1990’s but it was after the release of Anita Diamant’s book of the same 

name in 1997 that the movement really gained in popularity. Red Tent the book is a 

feminist retelling of the biblical story The Rape of Dinah (Genesis); in a review of the book, 

Emily Dwass says that the book’s success lies in, “giving a voice to Dinah, one of the silent 

female characters in Genesis” (Dwass, 2000). “The novel”, says Dwass has “struck a chord 

with women who may have felt left out of biblical history […] it celebrates mothers and 

daughters and the mysteries of the life cycle” (Dwass, 2000). Writing for the Huffington 

Post last year, Vanessa Olorenshaw, says: 
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Red Tent and women’s circles are about something that can happen when women 
showing an open mind gather […] it’s not magic […] saying that I occasionally get the 
feeling that, once, we women of the Red Tent would have been burned at the stake 
(Olorenshaw, 2017) 

Drawing a parallel between “menstrual revival movements” and “witch burning” could 

have deeper and more profound implications that the author of the article may have 

realised: for Shuttle and Redgrove “the persecution continues, and is current” (Shuttle and 

Redgrove, 1978, p.204). Among the many people who believe that the number of women 

tortured and sentenced to death during the “witch trials” is a staggering nine million, 

Shuttle and Redgrove chillingly link this figure with the modern figures of 90% of women 

who suffer from “dysmenorrhea”.  

Linking past stories to our present experience as Shuttle and Redgrove have done can be 

illuminating in exploring the mythical and archetypal essence at the core of things.  In a 

documentary released in September 2017 titled Sacrificial Virgins, film maker Joan Shenton 

traces a thread from contemporary HPV vaccinations administered to young girls, back to 

the 1960s “Thalidomide tragedy” when a drug prescribed to pregnant women resulted in 

thousands of babies being born with deformities. Shenton goes back further on the cultural 

timeline to draw parallels with sacrificed virgins from ancient cultures in which young, pre-

sexual girls were “chosen” to give their life and autonomy to the king or other important 

men. Shenton says she chose the title Sacrificial Virgins “because the vaccine is often given 

to girls before they are sexually active”. (SanVax, Inc.,2017).    

While this point may appear to go off on a tangent to the issues raised in this essay, I feel it 

is important on two accounts: firstly, while we are caught up in the minutiae of our lives, 

we do not necessarily drop beneath the surface of things to connect with the archetypal, 

symbolic, and mythic aspects of our cultural shared past. Secondly, one of Shenton’s main 

concerns is that the efficacy of the HPV vaccination in preventing cancer is still unproven 

and yet: 

Adverse reactions are blighting and even ending the lives of girls and young women 
across the world. Pharmaceutical manufacturers and many health authorities are 
refusing to acknowledge there is a problem and the medical community is 
continuing to offer the vaccine (SanVax, Inc., 2017).  
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This is concerning in the same way menstrual suppression is - modern medicine does not 

fully understand women’s bodies and reproduction, or feminine consciousness, as Hillman 

says: 

We must bear in mind that the evidence in anatomy, as in all fields of science, is 
gathered mainly by men and is part of their philosophy. We know next to nothing 
about how feminine consciousness or a consciousness that has an integrated 
feminine regards the same data (Hillman, 1972, p.249).  

Ultimately however it is the work of women to reclaim their menstruation, bodies, and 

biological processes - menstruation may be “woman’s curse”, or “an unexplored resource”, 

“magic” or “madness” (Shuttle and Redgrove, 1978, p. 213). Perhaps it is for each woman 

herself to decide how she makes sense and integrates menstruation in her life… or not. 

While so little is known about menstruation on a physical, emotional, and spiritual level, I 

feel there needs to be more awareness and conversation about the implications of erasing 

it from our feminine experience.  
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Chapter 2 Menstrual Suppression 

 

Figure 5: ‘Seasonale’ Advertising Campaign 

While the black and white chequer still runs through it, there rests on the middle 
portion of the web, where religion has entered most deeply into its texture, a dark 
crimson stain, which shades off insensibly into a lighter tint as the white thread of 
science is woven more and more into the tissue (Frazer, 1922, p.33).  

 

Menstrual suppression is a relatively recent phenomenon where, for the first time is 

history, women have control over whether they menstruate or not.  This possibility is 

offered through a new breed of oral contraception pills (OCP’s) which according to the 

Women’s National Health Network (NWHN) “offer the ability to suppress or greatly reduce 

menstruation” (NWHN, 2017). Broadly speaking, while many women are delighted to 

control what they perceive to be a “biological bind”, others are concerned about the long-

term implications to their health and wellbeing.  In Scripting the Body: Pharmaceuticals and 

the (Re) Making of Menstruation, feminist scientists Laura Fosket and Jenifer Mamo say the 

introduction of traditional OCP’s in the 1960’s, raised concerns regarding the high dosage 

of estrogen:  
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The first-generation birth control pill entered the market in 1960 […] its drug 
formula is today viewed as a problematically high dose of estrogen that came with 
several safety concerns, which the women’s health movement successfully 
organized in the 1970’s (Seaman quoted in Fosket and Mamo, p.928) 

While new style OCP’s have apparently reduced estrogen levels, Fosket and Mamo’s 

critique of menstrual suppressants, dubbed “life-style” contraception, address issues 

beyond physical well-being to include “aggressive” advertising campaigns and women’s 

shifts in perception about the image and meaning of the female body: 

Fifty years on ‘the pill’ ‘has not only survived as a (contraception) preventive 
technology but is now another consumer product saturating the market with 
advertisements promising choice and an array of possibilities (Fosket and Mamo, 
2009, p.929).  

Barr Pharmaceuticals, the company behind the menstrual suppression market leader, 

Seasonale appeals to women in what Fosket and Mamo consider an “aggressive campaign” 

(Fosket and Mamo, 2009 p.933). Seasonale advertisements, aimed mainly at urban women 

depict happy, dynamic, white-clad females busily pursuing successful lives, while the strap 

line reads: “Fewer periods. More Possibilities”. Seasonale, according to Fosket, “enters the 

fray of women’s health and co-opts the language of empowerment, taps into the desire for 

freedom, and repackages it into a pharmaceutical” (Fosket, 2004, p.65). In further 

advertising literature showing yet another smiling, happy woman in white, the caption 

reads: “the way you think about the pill has changed 4ever…” (Seasonale ad, 2003). Fosket 

and Mamo say the message though subtle is clear:  

The implication here is that, as we change our thinking, we will also be changing the 
very ontological, embodied experience of being in our bodies whether or not we 
take Seasonale’ (Fosket and Mamo, 2009, p.933) 

Critique of Western science and its masculine epistemology is taken up by some feminist 

scholars- In Rape of the Wild, 1988, Andree Collard, widely considered to be the founder of 

ecofeminism, “seeks to revalue and reclaim women’s biology and reproductive roles” 

(Mellor, 1997, p.75). For Collard, “the main enemy is modern scientific/technological 

systems, which separate people from a direct experience of nature” (Collard, quoted in 

Mellor, 1997 p.77). Concerns about the separating effect of science and technology from 

nature can also be found prominently in the work of Carolyn Merchant - The Death of 
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Nature 1983; Vandana Shiva and Maria Mies - Ecofeminism, 1993; and Val Plumwood - The 

Mastery of Nature 1993.  This debate however does not begin with first wave feminism; 

looking back, the 17th century English philosopher Anne Conway of whom it is said, “her 

thought is original as it is rationalist philosophy, with hallmarks of gynocentric concerns 

and patterns, and in that sense, it was unique among seventeenth-century systems” (Duran, 

2006, p.73), says: 

Cartesian Philosophy says that everybody is a mere dead mass, not only void of all 
kinds of life and sense, but utterly incapable thereof to all eternity: this grand error 
is also to be imputed to all those who affirm body and spirit to be contrary things, 
and inconvertible one into the other, so as to deny a body all life sense (Conway, 
quoted in Merchant, 1983 p.258).  

This time in history is also marked out by feminists as being a time when a splitting 

between spirit and matter became more evident. Between the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries, according to Merchant:   

the image of an organic cosmos with a living female earth at its center gave way to a 
mechanistic world view in which nature was reconstructed as dead and passive, to 
be dominated and controlled by humans (Merchant, preface xvi) 

 

2.1 Biomedicalization of the Female Body 

Manipulation of bodies toward a social preference or cultural ideal raises deeper questions 

about human control over matter and life processes.  As “biomedicine” becomes 

increasingly sophisticated ethical issues are of crucial significance.  Adele Clarke sees a 

correlation between medical and cultural shifts: 

Medicalization, western allopathic medicine, accomplished institutionally between 
1890 and 1945, was co-constitutive of modernity, while Biomedicalization is also 
co-constitutive of post modernity (Clarke, 1995, quoted in American Sociological 
Review, vol.68, no.2, p.164).  

In her book Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity, post-feminist scholar 

Judith Butler asks the question “does being female constitute a “natural fact”, or a cultural 

performance, or is “naturalness” constituted discursively constrained performative acts 



29 

 

that produce the body through and within the categories of sex?” (Butler 2006, viii, 

preface).  

The difference between second wave feminism and post feminism appears to be that in 

post feminism, the body itself (sex) is potentially viewed as socially constructed, whereas 

second wave feminism is concerned with the social construction of gender related 

behavior.  Viewing the body as “socially constructed” therefore takes the female 

“essentialist” debate to another level - female essentialism, which I will discuss in the third 

section of this essay is the premise that women have an “essential” female quality, and in 

the case of feminist critique is often seen as being responsible for women’s subordination 

within a patriarchal culture.  Advertising campaigns like Seasonale target modern, 

successful, urban woman seemingly in control of their lives and bodily functions, but for Liz 

Evans, “post feminism has resulted in a confused jumble of images of supposedly sexually 

and financially independent women all desperately competing for “Mr. Right” (Evans, 2006, 

p.24).   

Views that challenge our perception and meaning of the body, and natural bodily functions 

are also prevalent within mainstream media. Writing for the New York Times in the autumn 

of last year, journalist Katie Rogers, makes little attempt to conceal her approval of 

menstrual suppression when she boldly declares, “one of the reasons why [some] women 

don’t try period suppression is that they’ve been conditioned to believe that a monthly 

period is a sign of good health” (Rogers, 2016). As I aim to show in this essay, the contrary 

view may also be considered: women have been conditioned into believing that their 

female bodies and natural female functions are wrong.  Important to my enquiry is the shift 

from medicalization to “biomedicalization” and its correspondence with modernity and 

post modernity. With specific reference to the effects of “biomedicalization” on women’s 

bodies specifically Vandana Shiva, herself a scientist is clear: 

Biotechnology […] makes it possible to colonize and control that which is 
autonomous, free, and self-regenerative… the seed, women’s bodies as sites of 
regenerative power are, in the eyes of capitalist patriarchy, among the last colonies 
(Shiva, quoted in Mellor, 1997, p38). 
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2.2 Weaving the Red Thread: Menstruation Past and Present 

 

Figure 6: Figure 2: Painting depicting Rahab of Jericho and the scarlet thread. Painting depicting Rahab of Jericho and the scarlet 
thread. 17th Century. Public Domain 

 

In trying to make sense of menstrual suppression and the archetypes behind it, and in looking to history 

to better understand the present, it is worth considering that control of women and their bodies 

through darkly coercive means with “sinister misogynistic implications” (Hillman, 1972, p.224)  are not 

resigned to the past. Is it the case that women themselves are unwittingly permitting the control and 

manipulation of their bodies through a female-denying contemporary science? An important question I 

feel in addressing historical examples of misogyny is this: what happened to all that fear, superstition 

and hysteria? Where did it go … did it simply dissolve as humanity evolved?  Did the church and 

other institutions quietly become more women- loving? Certainly, many feminist would 
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dispute this claim: “Western knowledge” according to Mies and Shiva “is ‘purified’ of all 

traces of the fact that we are born of women and that we shall die, that we are carnal, 

mortal beings” (Mies and Shiva, quoted in Mellor, 1997 p.64).   

The “witch hunts’” says Carol Christ, “were as much about the control of information and 

knowledge as it was about controlling women’s sexuality and bodies, and that the church 

could not tolerate the rival power of women” (Christ, 1988, p.46).   

Vandana Shiva raises a similar point when, speaking from the global South, says of the 

global North “the domination of the North becomes not just commercial domination, but a 

domination of knowledge” (Shiva, 1993, p.96) For Shiva this represents a “monoculture of 

the mind” (ibid). Like Merchant, Shiva traces “this violence” (reductionist science) back to 

the destruction of women “knowers” in the witchcraft purges and sees it a represented in 

the elimination of tribal and peasant cultures today” (Mellor,1997, p.120). Shiva has 

devoted herself to campaigning against what she refers to as ecologically destructive 

“maldevelopment”, included here is “reproductive technologies that interfere with the 

integrity of women’s bodies” (Siva quoted in Mellor, 1997, p.64). “Maldevelopment”, says 

Siva, is a “development bereft of the feminine and rests on the patriarchal assumptions of 

the western mind” (ibid). 

 The correlation between the “witch trials” which were as much about suppressing 

knowledge as controlling female sexuality and the “monoculture mind” (Shiva, 1993, p.96) 

of western thought is an interesting one. Central to Shiva’s critique is the role of women in 

maintaining “diversity of knowledge”; she argues that biodiversity and cultural diversity go 

hand in hand (Shiva quoted in Mellor, 1997, p.38). The demise of menstruation as a 

“maldeveloped” practice, within Shiva’s critique causes a dual denial of the feminine: it 

distorts and disrupts female menstrual wisdom, thereby removing it from the cultural 

lexicon of biodiversity, and secondly, it controls women’s ontological experience to appear 

in a particular way that fits a masculine ideal of femininity.  

While it is a speculative proposition - what if women’s knowledge and wisdom come, at 

least in part, through the body, biological processes, and connection with nature? Certainly, 

there are many sources to support this thesis that while are not necessarily existent or 
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esteemed within the academic canons of western logic, are nevertheless to be found in 

sources from ancient times to the present day. If there is any basis to this speculation then 

is it not necessary to at least question the validity and ethics of menstrual suppression and 

other “female-denying”,, or “maldeveloped” practices as having far greater implications 

than has been realized?  

How an agreement developed between women and modern medicine to eliminate 

menstruation is not clear, however what is indisputable is that advertising has had a 

significant role to play. Subtle (and not so subtle) messages about how women ought to 

view their bodies are touted. Fosket and Mamo say these messages are “aggressively” 

conveyed in mainstream media including “television spots, two-page ads in magazines as 

diverse as Vogue and US News and World Report, as well as a trendy website all promoting 

the Seasonale mantra, “Fewer Periods. More Possibilities” (Bucek, 2005). In Giovanna 

Chelser’s documentary Period: The End of Menstruation (2006) discussions about gender 

construction challenge the “essentialist” viewpoints on “woman” and “bleeding”’ (Cinema 

politica, 2017).  According to Chelser, her documentary is “an interrogation of the cultural 

and medical side effects [of menstrual suppression] before the curse disappears” (ibid).   

While Seasonale is being hailed as a “radical rescuing of the ovaries and endometrium from 

modernity” (Gladwell, 2000) no one seems willing to ask why modernity is so detrimental 

to the reproductive and menstrual health of women.  Instead of asking why so many 

women suffer negative symptoms of menstruation, or why teenage girls view their 

menstrual blood negatively - “the experience of the first period is associated with hurts and 

wounds and bodily waste” (Douvain, quoted in Shuttle and Redgrove 1978, p.87), the 

current trend is towards erasing periods all together. For Paula Weideger, “the menstrual 

taboo… has been one of the most successful methods devised to undermine the self-

acceptance and confidence of women” (Weideger, quoted in Shuttle and Redgrove, 1978, 

p.88).  Demetra George, echoing this view puts it like this: “women are made to feel 

ashamed of their raw, instinctive sexual desires and to feel that their menstrual blood is 

dirty and disgusting” (George, 1992 p.50). 
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In considering who ultimately benefits from the widespread consumption of menstrual 

suppressants, there is the question of economics: Barr pharmaceuticals earned a 50-

million-dollar profit in its first year (2013) of launching Seasonale; the company also has a 

sizable part of the menopausal pharmaceutical market and breast cancer medication. Does 

economics play a part in how menstruation is viewed? Anthropologist Alma Gottileb 

believes that it does:   

This score comprises the statistical base for testing various hypothesis, including 
one to the effect that menstrual taboos are not strong in societies in which women 
make significant economic contributions (Gottlieb 1988, p11)  

Based on Dr Gottlieb’s thesis, one would conclude that menstrual taboo is not strong in the 

western world, however I would argue that the taboo simply takes on a culturally suitable 

guise and in the case of the contemporary west, menstruation is in fact so taboo that it is in 

danger of being permanently deleted from our cultural, emotional and spiritual landscapes.  

Within the Seasonale message is also the construction of female purity repeatedly 

emphasized by the wearing of white clothes; Fosket and Mamo read the subtext as an 

indication that female purity is no longer connected to sexual discernment but is linked 

instead to cleanliness: “the dominance of white is also a symbolic move to signal purity… 

purity as a feminine characteristic of Seasonale is produced by limited menstrual flows and 

not by limited sexual behaviors” (Fosket and Mamo, p.928). Within the advertising message 

are layers of meaning one of which is that the female body, without the messiness of 

menstruation, is in a clean and receptive state, prepared for male penetration at any time.  

A non-menstruating woman is also more reliable in the workplace, ready and able to 

function as well as a man 

Furthermore, another implicit assumption is that, with Seasonale, women are free to 
engage (or compete) in the professional world with bodies more like those of men 
[…] menstruation is produced as a constraining process that, with Seasonale, 
becomes something to be overcome: a part of every woman’s and girl’s wellness 
(ibid). 

For Lara Owen these shifts point to a deeper issue: In her book Her Blood is Gold, Owen 

says, “when you find the place where culture splits form a natural truth you have found a 

key- a way inside the disease of a culture” (Owen, 1991, p.146). While western medicine is 
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extraordinary in its capacity to save lives and enhance the quality of life as well as finding 

ways to combat disability and disease, “biomanipulation” for the sake of attaining cultural 

ideals that run contrary to nature, ought to be challenged.  Therefore, in raising this 

challenge, I also need to know what it is I am defending… I am defending the wisdom of 

nature and the feminine principle as a fundamental and necessary condition of life that if 

transgressed may lead to catastrophic consequences. As Jungian analyst Helen Luke puts it: 

There can be no doubt that if civilized humankind is to survive the dangers of this 
century of transition, when all familiar landmarks are disappearing and the 
collective structures that used to protect us are crumbling, we must turn to the 
goddess, to the long-despised values of the feminine, to the feeling heart and the 
contemplative mind…. perhaps then our culture may see the rising of a new day 
(Luke, 1989, p.28).  

Teresa Brennan says of Plumwood’s Feminism and the Mastery of Nature, it draws on the 

feminist critique of reason to argue that “the master form of rationality of western culture 

has been systematically unable to acknowledge dependency on nature” (Plumwood, 1993. 

Preface). Writing at the turn of the 20th century, the mystic and philosopher Rudolf Steiner 

pre-empts the point at which human consciousness reaches a level in which it can co-opt 

nature: 

Until now, the human being has only mastered the inanimate forces of nature…. 
transformation of the living forces, of what sprouts and grows in plants, and of what 
manifest in animal [and human] reproduction, is beyond his power […] but just as 
human beings have gained mastery of inanimate nature and gravitational forces 
[…]so in the future they will come to control what in the present they receive only as 
a gift from nature or divine powers- that is living forces (Steiner, 2010, p.102). 

How humanity uses this power remains, ultimately, to be seen. Scientific and technological 

advancements are in the main socially and culturally permitted - the benefits are extolled 

high above the consequences and deeper implications of interfering in the matrix of life.  

With regards to menstrual suppression, I would argue that a huge step is being taken in 

redefining the feminine - this redefinition, far from acknowledging the wisdom of the 

feminine and her life-enhancing ways is instead eroding it. The rejection of the feminine 

body is not alone in the human redefinition of science, as Shiva says, “the rejection of the 

female body is part of the whole rejection of embodiment in Enlightenment thought” (Shiva 

and Mies, 1993, p.226).  
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Shulamith Firestone’s radical feminism of the early 1960’s, desired a “human mastery of 

matter”, so that an “artificial ecological balance could be created where the natural one 

failed” (Firestone, quoted in Mellor, p.81). For Firestone and some other radical “anti-

essentialist” feminists, female biology is a burden and binding oppression in which, “the 

only way to escape “fundamental biological conditions” and the tyranny of the biological 

family was to use productive technology to eliminate sex/gender differences” (Quoted in 

Mellor, 1997, p.80). Firestone would no doubt be gratified to see the developments in 

uterine control today, no less so that it does indeed appear to herald the age of the 

eradication of sex/gender difference.  In The Second Sex, Simone de Beauvoir says, “we can 

imagine a parthenogenetic or hermaphroditic society” (Beauvoir, 1949, p.390). 

 

 

2.3 Menstruation and Neuroscience 

 

Figure 7: Pineal Gland 

Interference with natural hormonal activity could have huge impact on the female psyche - 

hormones according to Vicki Noble play a vital part in facilitating and accessing female 

power: “just before and during menstruation, women experience their strongest healing 

and oracular powers” (Noble, 1991, p.173). Birth control and interfering with hormones 

have been known to cause mental health problems in women - a recently published study 
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sheds light on the alarming relationship between hormonal birth control and depression; 

the findings according to the study are “only the latest in a long line of battles between 

women and their doctors over accurate information” (Broadly, 2017).  

Research in neuroscience has made a link between menstruation and the pineal gland: 

“consideration of pineal melatonin functions provides a new dimension into the 

understanding of the neuroendocrine mechanisms governing the cyclical phenomena of the 

female reproductive system” (Sanyk 1992). This is corroborated in Clinical Reproductive 

Medicine and Surgery: Hypothalamic-Pituitary-Ovarian Axis and Control of the Menstrual 

Cycle by scientists Beshay and Carr, who say: 

The menstrual cycle is the result of an orchestra of hormones […]it involves the 
interaction of many endocrine glands as well as a responsive uterus […] the 
menstrual cycle remains a complex process where many aspects are still not well 
understood (Beshay and Carr, p.31). 

The pineal gland, according to Descartes is “the principal seat of the soul and the place in 

which all our thoughts are formed” (Descartes, quoted in Stanford Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy, 2005). While Descartes, from his materialist perspective ascribes the soul to a 

physical part of the brain, the spiritual aspects and functions of the pineal gland have been 

well documented in eastern religions such as Tantra, and more recently in the west by, Dr. 

Rick Strassman, M.D., author of DMT: The Spirit Molecule.  Strassman, who has dedicated 

years of research to the pineal gland, suggests that it is the “factory for a powerful brain 

chemical called DMT (Di-Methyl Tryptamine) which when produced induces a person into 

a psychedelic and mystical experience” (Collective evolution, 2017). Of the curious nature 

of the pineal gland, Strassman says,  

All other brain sites are paired, meaning that they have left and right counterparts; 
for example, there are left and right frontal lobes and left and right temporal lobes 
[…] as the only unpaired organ deep within the brain, the pineal gland remained an 
anatomical curiosity for nearly two thousand years […]no one in the west had any 
idea what its function was (Strassman, quoted in collective evolution, 2017).  

In The Master and His Emissary: The Divided Brain and the Making of the Western World 

psychiatrist Iain McGilchrist says that there are -  

https://plato.stanford.edu/index.html
https://plato.stanford.edu/index.html
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two fundamentally opposed realities rooted in the bihemispheric structure of the 
brain- the left and right hemispheres, and that particularly over the last five 
hundred years, the cerebral hemispheres that should cooperate, have been in a state 
of conflict (McGilchrist, 2010, pp. 2-3).  

McGilchrist says, “If I had to characterize the left hemisphere by reference to one governing 

principle it would be that of division” (McGilchrist, 2010, p.137). He continues: 

Features of the left brain are “verbal and analytic, requiring abstracted, 
decontextualized, disembodied thinking, dealing in categories […] concerning itself 
with the nature of the general rather than the particular […] the right brain however 
is unified: concepts are not separate from experience, and the grounding role of 
“betweeness” in constituting reality is apparent” (ibid).  

Is the divided brain that McGilchrist talks about the apparatus of “western reason”, “logic” 

and “duality” so condemned by feminist critics like Shiva and Plumwood? Based on 

McGilchrist’s and Strassman’s research, is there a possibility that the pineal gland, the 

unified part of the brain, can transcend duality? That being the case, menstruation as an 

organic biological function, connected in some way to the pineal gland may indeed provide 

a gateway for women to make the transition into what today we would call an altered state 

of consciousness, what for traditional and ancient cultures may be initiatory states of 

consciousness… or even what scholars of premodern cultures have referred to as 

“participation mystique”. 

 Lévy-Bruhl says that “participation mystique” 

Denotes a peculiar kind of psychological connection with objects and consists in the 
fact that the subject cannot clearly distinguish himself from the object but is bound 
to it by a direct relationship which amounts to partial identity (Jung, [1921] 1971: 
paragraph 781). 

Tedlock describes the shamanic experience as “complex, mystical, and awe-inspiring, as 

befits the integration of the physical and spiritual worlds- two diverse and powerful realms 

where the shaman practices her calling (Tedlock, 2005, p.13). In this way, the menstruating 

woman, with possible access to mystical states, facilitated by the release of DMT, becomes 

both one in her body… bleeding and present in the physical world and at the same time is 

connected to the spirit world. This state does sound similar, if not the same, to Bruhl’s 

“participation mystique”. Based on anthropological reports of mystical and magical states 
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of menstruating women, and the in recent findings on the connection between 

menstruation and the pineal gland, it does seems likely that menstruation is indeed “the 

medium of a spiritual-communal bond” (Sjoo and Mor, quoted in Noble, 1991, p.27).  

If menstruation is to be resacralized as a magical gateway however, as with any altered 

state of consciousness, is best accompanied by ritual and ceremony. Ethnographer and 

folklorist, Arnold Van Gennep sees society as a:     

House with rooms and corridors in which passages from one to another is 
dangerous […] danger lies in transitional states, simply because transition is neither 
one state nor the next, it is undefinable […] the person who must pass from one to 
another is himself in danger and emanates danger to others […] the danger is 
precisely controlled by ritual which precisely separates him from his old status, 
segregates him for a time and then publicly declares his new entry to his new status 
(Mary Douglas, 1966. P.97). 

This may explain why menstruating women are considered taboo… there is danger in the 

transition from one state of consciousness to another… more likely though the danger to 

the church and other androcentric establishments is that women’s connections with the 

divine under these circumstances are neither regulated nor controllable. For a desacralized 

culture, eradicating menstruation, and therefore the possibility of “menstrual initiations” 

may be an easier option that dealing with the consequences of women’s empowering 

journeys to the spirit world. In this light it easy to agree with the opinions of Shiva, Christ, 

Shuttle and Redgrove, et al who say that the control of women is really about the control of 

knowledge and power.  

While the correlation between menstruation and the pineal gland may only be realized 

now, the connection with the magical aspects of blood have always been realized 

throughout history in various cultures and times. In Sex from Plato to Paglia the 

philosopher Alan Soble includes a chapter on the Gnostics which describes how menstrual 

blood is seen as a sacred substance: “Epiphanius of Salamis, a 4th century monk claims that 

“within certain Gnostic sects worked with menstrual blood in magical rites that imitated 

the Eucharist, to ‘’collect from out of the power within bodies” (Soble, 2006, p.409).  And 

according to Guiley’s Encyclopaedia of Magic and Alchemy, in folk magic,  



39 

 

Menstrual blood is believed to be a powerful ingredient in love potions and charms 
[and] in modern magical ceremonies, menstruating women are barred from 
participation because it is believed their flux interferes with the raising of psychic 
power (Guiley, 2009, p.44) 

Another way of describing the liminal state induced through blood is put forward by Olivia 

Durdin-Robertson, co-founder of the “Fellowship of Isis”- 

Blood “increases vitality” and “affects other worlds” by building forms by the spirits 
or “shades” dwelling there, thereby helping them to manifest and communicate 
(Durdin-Robertson, quoted in Noble, 1991, p.27). 

And according to Qualls-Corbett, the Christian Holy Eucharist is built on a human sacrifice- 

“the symbolic libation of blood for the strengthening of life” (Qualls- Corbett, 1988, p.24n).   

 

Chapter 3- Essentialism 

 

Figure 8: Gaia, Greek Goddess of the Earth by Marcia Snedecor 
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 Why is it that so many modern women are choosing to reject their menstruation which we 

have seen is a rich source of feminine power, magic, and healing? Previous chapters in this 

essay have shown that rejection of the feminine and female bodies and bodily functions can 

be traced back to Greek philosophy and early Christianity. We have seen how fear of the 

feminine and misogyny was particularly virulent in the early modern period manifesting in 

the genocide of hundreds of thousands of women, and we have seen how modern 

gynecology, according to Mary Daly continues to oppress women. But why are so many 

modern women, particularly young women, deciding to throw away what may be their 

greatest gift for the sake of a cultural ideal that clearly does not serve them? Feminist 

analysis and critique may hold some answers to this question.  

In Feminism and Ecology, Mellor says that “debates around the nature of sex/gender 

differences and the impact of women’s biology on their social position has been very much 

a feature of western feminism” (Mellor, 1997, p.71).  

At the end of Scripting the Body: Pharmaceuticals and the (Re) Making of Menstruation 

Fosket and Mamo are left hanging with the perennial question: 

In conclusion, we return to the questions with which we began: Does Seasonale 
enable bodies to transcend natural constraints, or does it force women back to 
notions of immanence symbolized by the natural body? (Fosket and Mamo, 2009, 
p.943). 

The perennial question being – are women, on account of their female biology connected to 

nature in a way that men are not, i.e., do women have an essential nature that is bound to 

nature, and does this imply that because of that their lives in some ways are biologically 

determined? As we will see a great deal of feminist analysis, particularly from the second 

wave period of feminism is concerned to prove that women do not have an essential 

nature, and any perceived state is a conditioned state perpetuated by patriarchy to 

subordinate women… as nature is also subordinated (De Beauvoir, Firestone, Ortner, 

Chodorow, et al).  

Traditional feminism can broadly be categorized into three waves (ecofeminism spans all 

waves and shares a fundamental assumption that both women and nature have been 

subordinated by patriarchy). First wave feminism occurring in the late 19th and early 20th 
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century was primarily concerned with “women’s suffrage” and the political rights of 

women. Second wave feminism is associated with the female liberation movement or 

“women’s lib” and is concerned with the legal and social standing of women. Of importance 

to second wave feminists are issues of “sex” and “gender”, the meaning of which is much 

debated. Mellor says: “the original division of the concepts was between that which related 

to biology (sex), and that which related to social characteristics (gender)” (Mellor, 1997, 

p.9). It is within second wave of feminism that the “essentialist” debate really takes hold: 

for “liberal” feminists, “female” is a social construct, and as Simone de Beauvoir famously 

said: “one is not born, but rather becomes, a woman” (Beauvoir 1949, p.267).  

Third wave feminism, developed in the States at the begging of the 1990’s initially 

challenged many of the principles of second wave feminism, particularly about 

“essentialism”.  Advocates of third wave feminism celebrate female sexually as 

empowerment, while at the same time generally challenging assumptions about female 

heterosexuality. Third wave feminism has strong links with post-structuralist definition of 

sexually and gender and is concerned with, “how gender power relations are constituted, 

reproduced, and contested” (Weedon, 1987, p. vii). Language, or what Jacques Lacan refers 

to as the “symbolic order”- which “encompasses natural languages as well as customs, 

institutions, laws, mores, norms, practices, rituals, rules, traditions, and so on of cultures 

and societies” (Johnston, A. 2017). Post-structural feminists therefore “use post structural 

concepts of language, subjectivity, social organization, and power in an effort to understand 

why women tolerate social relations that subordinate their interests to those of a 

masculinist culture” (Weedon, 1987, p. 40). 

 Third wave and post-structural feminism also questions social mechanisms that seek to 

convince people to adopt certain beliefs and strategies- this critique would therefore 

challenge, what Fosket and Mamo have referred to as, “aggressive advertising campaigns” 

launched by Seasonale (Fosket and Mamo, 2009, p. 933). The Seasonale advertising 

campaign of 2003 with its strap-line “Fewer Periods. More Possibilities”, is accused by 

Fosket and Mamo, of attempting to “change how we view normal female bodies” (ibid). 

Within third wave feminism, however, there still exists a marked division between 
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“difference” feminists who believe there are important distinctions between the sexes and 

those who claim that any difference is a social construct designed to oppress women. The 

debate continues and shows no signs of resolution.  

 Ecofeminist, while equally divided in the essentialist debate are often more likely to have a 

spiritual element to their beliefs; Andree Collard sees women’s reproduction as a gift that 

allows her to share with the natural world: 

Nothing links the human animal and nature as profoundly as woman’s reproductive 
system which enables her to share the experience of bringing forth and nourishing 
life with the rest of the living world (Collard, quoted in Mellor, 1997, p.75). 

 

The contrary and seemingly irreconcilable position shared by many other such as Simone 

de Beauvoir and Shulamith Firestone, who “have been at great pains to help women escape 

from the constraints of their biology” (Mellor 1997, p.73). For Firestone particularly female 

biology is seen as a tyranny: Sex class, unlike economic class sprang directly from a 

biological reality: men and women were created different and not equal. Pregnancy she 

believed was “barbaric”, and the only way to escape “fundamental biological conditions” 

and the tyranny of the biological family was to use productive technology to eliminate 

sex/gender differences (Firestone, quoted in Mellor, 1997, p.80). 

In all honesty I find these endless debates tiresome, keeping women separate and stuck on 

the same merry-go-round of dualism in which ever more types of femin “isms” are created, 

fracturing, and splintering the female voice ad infenitum. Feminist theorist for over five 

decades have labored over definitions, meanings, justifications, and political correctness 

just to try and be heard within a culture that somehow cannot hear them… it’s as if they 

can’t do right for doing wrong and no matter what they do or say, they will never escape 

from the tyrannies of the reasoned mind.  

The “chasm “of duality within traditional feminist critique dictates that spirit is spirit and 

culture is culture and never the twain shall meet. I feel this reflects the essential split that 

exists at the heart of the feminine within our Christian culture: Mary all loving, chaste, but 

sexless Mother, and ‘The Magdalene’, fallen harlot. The image of the feminine is deeply 
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fragmented in our culture and try as they might feminist theorists do not appear to be able 

to heal the split. Val Plumwood says: 

In feminist and liberation theory, the misty, forbidding passes of the Mountains of 
Dualism have swallowed many an unwary traveller in their mazes and chasms […]in 
these mountains, a well-trodden path leads through a steep defile to the Cavern of 
Reversal, where travellers fall into an upside-down world which strangely 
resembles the one they seek to escape (Plumwood, 1993, p3). 

Andree Collard agrees with Plumwood and sees, “the fundamental problem as laying in the 

separatist mentality and dominating dualism of patriarchy that sets itself apart from nature 

(and women) in a way that allows the oppression of both” (Collard, quoted in Mellor, 1997, 

p. 75). But where Plumwood and Collard differ is their position on “essentialism” – for 

Plumwood “it is as if women and nature have been thrown into alliance” (Plumwood, 1993, 

p.21). She is also clear that “nature is not to be representing spirit or a goddess” 

(Plumwood, 1993, p.126), whereas for Collard, “the identity of and destiny of women and 

nature are merged” (Collard quoted in Mellor, 1997, p75).  

In the analysis of Plumwood, Farrell, and King, the “master model” itself is challenged, and 

dualism is dissolved in favor of an “anti-dualist” model in which men and women are 

accorded equal status, however I would argue that within this framework women are 

denied an inherently unique, but equally valuable difference. In my opinion this position is 

strikingly similar to the “gender neutral” ideal Plumwood describes as being the hall mark 

of first wave feminism. (Plumwood, 1993, p.27), and appears to be returning.  A 

contradiction I find in Plumwood’s thesis therefore is that although she rejects the duality 

of the “master model”, she nevertheless advocates a split between women and nature. The 

only way it seems that she can apply her own principles of anti-duality appears to be in 

crediting men and women equal status in their connection with nature: “both men and 

woman are both part of nature and culture” (Plumwood, 1993, p.36). While of course it a 

verifiable truth that both men and women are part of culture, this position still denies the 

possibility of a female “essential” quality that is not subordinated, controlled, or otherwise 

manipulated within a patriarchal structure of control.  
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As an alternative to the dualistic chasms of Plumwood’s “master model”, ‘spiritual’ and 

‘affinity’ feminists such as Charlene Spretnak and Carol Christ generally argue for a 

distinctive women’s spirituality with maintains female empowerment out with patriarchal 

control, as Spretnak puts it: “what was cosmologically wholesome and healing was the 

discovery of the Divine as immanent and around us […] in the moon-rhythm blood of 

menses, the ecstatic dance and the experience of knowing Gaia” (Spretnak, quoted in 

Mellor, 1997, p.53). While Spretnak urges us to “embrace the body” and talks about the 

“elemental power of the female body”, as representing the goddess and “Earthbody”, this is 

open to men as well as women (Mellor, 1997, p.103). This perspective again does not fully 

address the question of women’s essential nature and unique relationship with the natural 

world.   

Similarly, Warren Farrell and Ynestra King, “reveals a third way which does not force 

women into a choice of uncritical participation in a masculine based and dualized 

construction of culture or into accepting an old and oppressive identity as “earth mothers”: 

outside of culture, opposed to culture, not fully human” (Plumwood, 1993, p.36). It appears 

there is a paranoia at the core of western feminism where being connected with the Earth 

is “oppressive”, and an identity which while not naturally given, but socially constructed, 

must be shirked off. It is interesting that Vandana Shiva, who crosses the chasm between 

spiritual and political feminism very well… indeed she insists on it, is not from the west. 

Western woman it seems has been well conditioned into believing, like her male 

counterpart, that female and nature are inferior.  

The “essentialist” debate is also considered within the ecological movement which seeks to 

address issues pertaining to the well-being of nature and the Earth. While it appears that 

both women and nature, and their relationship are discussed within the ecological debate, 

here too as elsewhere some commentators prefer to separate women from an essentialist 

position. 

In Ecological Ethics, Patrick Curry says, “however close the connection between women and 

nature may be, and therefore their joint suppression, it is best viewed as ultimately 

contingent” (Curry, 2012, p.131). Curry continues,   
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To see it [women’s nature] as essential or ‘necessary’ (whether on mystical, 
biological, or other grounds) would be problematic, for two reasons […]one that it is 
the very argument used by male chauvinists to justify dominating women […] and 
two, to exalt women-as-nature, rather than despising them, while preferable, merely 
inverts the dominant values attached to the male/female essentialism; it preserves 
the same destructive logic, when the point is to subvert it wholesale (ibid).  

In a sense, this is also what Hillman is saying: “as long as the physical represents the 

feminine, the physical will go on receiving antifeminine projections” (Hillman, 1972, 

p.219). This view presents a riddle at the heart of the “essentialist debate” - if nature 

represents women, nature will be rejected. If women represent nature, women will be 

rejected. Therefore, it appears that there is a “conspiracy” to separate women and nature. It 

seems important therefore to challenge these assumptions. If by saying that men and 

women are equally embedded within nature, this denies the possibility of a unique 

feminine experience of nature as has been presented throughout this essay via the work of 

Barbara Tedlock, Demetra George, Vicki Noble, et al. Regarding men and women as equally 

and in the same ways connected to nature, I would argue, does not give space for what 

many perceive to be a female “essential” quality that not only benefits women, but as we 

have seen also benefits the Earth… and the cosmos.   

This divide in a basic assumption and agreement about women’s ontological position in 

women’s relationship to nature, I would argue is more than a split - it is a wound at the 

core of the female experience and instrumental in a perpetuation of rejection of the 

feminine. While the debate remains unresolved and while women are constantly 

splintering into more and more fractures over their basic spiritual and cultural identity, 

“maldeveloped” (Shiva, 1993) technologies such as “menstrual suppression” remain 

unchallenged to any significant degree… and the misogynist tendencies beneath the surface 

of our culture, patriarchy, is not truly challenged. If it is not truly challenge, then it cannot 

be truly healed… if not truly healed misogynist attitudes will prevail. Fundamentally, it is 

not possible to by-pass these issues by suddenly creating a gender neutral or unisex 

society.  

To take an “anti-essentialist” position as a safeguard toward “biological determinism” is to 

not only reject the female body, and inherent feminine qualities that exist in and of 
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themselves, but also diminishes the possibility of opposites - the creative tension which 

allows for renewal and regeneration. Denying the qualities of woman’s nature, and the 

“feminine principle” is not only detrimental for women but may ultimately affect us all and 

our human connection to and “embeddedness” within nature. If, as some contemporary 

female scholars have proposed, menstruation is viewed as a “power” instead of a “curse”, 

the transformative gifts of menstruation may be mined toward renewed health, both 

physically and psychically (Tedlock, Noble, George, et al).  

Furthermore, I suggest that fear of “biological determinism” is rooted in the patriarchal 

assumption that women’s primary function is to produce children. Just because a woman 

can produce children does not mean she is obliged to. Before the “witch trials”, women 

would have held many positions in their community that did not entail mothering and were 

not under patriarchal control– herbalists, midwifes, healers, wise crones, etc.  

Likewise, within a cultural context, “essentialism” need not mean subordination by the 

patriarchy which has been the main and enduring argument used against a gynocentric and 

female embodied position. For pagan feminist Starhawk, a.k.a. Miriam Somos, rituals 

involving menstrual blood and other aspects of women’s bodies that are declared taboo or 

unclean in male religions are celebrated… she sees ritual as a way of generating energy for 

political action and the image of the goddess as a way of understanding the immanence – 

that is, the “aliveness” that permeates the natural world (Starhawk, quoted in Mellor, 1997, 

p.54).   

In religion and theology, Carol Christ says, “it is through the reclaiming of embodiment that 

women can make the connection between body and nature and realize their own hitherto 

denied human potential” (Christ quoted in Mellor 1997, p.54). While Christ concedes that 

these words may represent “sloppy thinking” to a traditional theologian, for her, they 

nevertheless correspond to “my deepest intuition that tells me they contain a wisdom that 

western theological thought has lost” (ibid).  

 In art, Georgia O’Keefe, says: “the use of menstruation, as both a hegemonic and counter-

hegemonic tool, is grossly understudied” (O’Keefe, 2006, p.563). As she puts it,  
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Despite developing a huge field of inquiry around the gendered body, feminist 
literature has not adequately addressed the politicization of menstruation. In fact, 
we know little about how women’s ability to menstruate is directly used against 
them, and in turn, how women have directly used menstruation in a subversive 
fashion to disrupt gender norms. To understand how menstruation is used as a 
means to control women is to also appreciate the potential significance of 
menstruation as a resistance tool (O’Keefe, 2006, p. 536). 

And in post structural feminism, Luce Irigaray and Helen Cixous, “urge women to rescue 

their bodies from “enculturating” definitions by men” (Evans, 2006, p.29). Likewise, Elaine 

Showalter seeks a “feminist criticism that is genuinely women centered, independent and 

intellectually coherent” (Showalter, 1981, p.184).  

While for Curry in Ecological Ethics, “the connection between women and nature is best 

viewed as ultimately contingent” (Curry, 2012, p.131), I argue that in avoiding this issue, 

especially within an ecological framework that is concerned with the future of the natural 

world, is to by-pass a hugely important issue. It does not address the denial of the feminine, 

nor does it offer a possibility to differentiate masculine and feminine, a task, according to 

Ann Ulanov “we must wrestle with” (Ulanov, quoted in Corbett, 1988, p.82). 

 We are all connected to nature, male and female, but how we are connected to nature and 

what those differences must be addressed, if they are not, I propose that the feminine will 

continue to be rejected under the guise of an ever encroaching “gender neutral” society. 

Esther Harding, an early advocate of Jungian thought: views the essence of feminine 

psychology in sharp contrast to masculine psychology (Qualls-Corbett, 1988, p. 16). 

Harding says: “without wresting with this task of differentiation, we fall into formlessness 

and cheap imitation of current personal roles […] we miss our chance to become unique 

persons” (Harding, quoted in Qualls- Corbett, 1988, p.82).  

In transpersonal psychology we see that opposites are important in coming together to 

form what the ancient world called hieros gamos: Jungian analysts Nancy Qualls Corbett 

says that the hieros gamos is “a mystical process in which the disconnected elements are 

joined together to form a whole” (Qualls-Corbett, 1988 p.70).  In her book The Sacred 

Prostitute: Eternal Aspects of the Feminine, she says: “if we deny sexual difference, we deny 

the fact of otherness” (Qualls-Corbett, 1988, p.82). Helen Luke, also a Jungian says: 



48 

 

Equality of the value between individuals is an eternal truth, beyond all 
comparisons, whereas “superior” and “inferior” are relative terms defining abilities 
or degrees of consciousness [..] equality of opportunity has indeed to be fought for, 
but equality of value can never be understood until we have learned to discriminate 
and accept difference (Luke, 1989, p.2).  

I suggest that a condition of equality does not exclude, and perhaps even demands 

difference. According to Nietzsche, “opposites have an equal inherent value, so that one 

polar element cannot dominate and annihilate its counterpart” (Nietzsche, quoted in 

Huskinson, 2004, p.11).  

The ongoing feminist critique, including Plumwood’s which holds the “master model” of 

patriarchy responsible for the continued subordination of women I suggest is fostering a 

belief in the inherent weakness of women. While it may be true that modern western 

culture is patriarchal, I would argue that women will not find their power within that 

paradigm and therefore must reinstate a feminine power that does not depend on 

patriarchy. While many feminists would argue that this position is separatist and excludes 

women from culture, it is important that women embrace their own, feminine culture in an 

empowered way. I am not arguing for a separatist situation where men and women exists 

in different cultures - I am not sure that is even possible - what I am advocating is a woman 

revivalist movement in which all the exiled and rejected parts of the feminine are brought 

into the fore of a woman centered consciousness, or what Hillman calls an “integrated 

feminine consciousness”. That, I suggest, is not going to happen if women continue to allow 

an androcentric ideal to control their choices, bodies, and behavior.   
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Conclusions 

 

Figure 9: Georgia O'Keeffe 'Inside Red Canna' 1919 

Now women return from afar, from always; from ‘without’, from the heath where witches are 

kept alive; from below, from beyond ‘culture’ Helen Cixous 

(Cixous, 1976, p. 877) 

 

How then are we to understand menstruation in our modern world? I do not believe that is 

like a vestigial organ left over from an outworn evolutionary stage (Shuttle and Redgrove, 

1978, p.13), nor do I believe that it is a “curse” or a burden, a pathology, or a mark of 

inferiority. I believe menstruation, then as now, and hopefully into the future is a divinely 

sacred and beautifully ordinary expression of our interconnectedness with life; our 

inevitable dance with death; and our inherent powers of renewal and regeneration. It is 

also a symbol of the goddess for whatever that may mean in our modern world; for me it is 

the comfort of feeling that no matter how advanced science is or however “artificial” 

intelligence becomes, there exists beneath the surface of things a deep well spring that 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/gwao.12059/full
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replenishes and nourishes humanity in its evolution. One that helps us make choices based 

on the creative principle of life and is always striving to a higher law of Nature.  

Although in this essay I have at times given the impression of being “anti-male” by my 

choice of words such as “patriarchy” and “feminism” - it has been necessary in my enquiry 

to look into certain places whereas I have shown, such dualities prevail. But it is not how I 

see things: I am neither anti-male nor wish to “elevate” women above men: “to exalt 

women-as-nature” (Curry, 2012, 131), but neither can I deny the unique connection 

women do have with the natural rhythms of life. Why would I not want to be connected 

with Mother earth, our home? And, if my woman’s body, in tune with her cycles, allows 

access to other realities besides the increasingly controlled and at times “crazy” world of 

society, then I feel this is a privilege that I gratefully accept and hope to help other women 

to remember. I know this kind of thinking would represent “sloppy thinking”, in the words 

of Carol Christ, however they embody “my deepest intuition that tells me they also contain 

a wisdom that western theological thought has lost” (Christ quoted in Mellor, 1997, p.54)  

It is not menstruation that is dangerous (Devereux, quoted in Shuttle and Redgrove, 1978, 

p.164). ), it is the speaking out of things that have so long been denied and punished: “when 

you find the place where culture splits form a natural truth you have found a key- a way 

inside the disease of a culture” (Owen, 1991, p.146)… not everybody is willing to look at the 

disease. Instead, we advance more and more scientific break-through to clean all traces of 

“the fact that we are born of women and that we shall die, that we are carnal, mortal 

beings” (Mies and Shiva, quoted in Mellor, 1997 p.64).   

Within this essay, I had originally intended to include a psychological perspective of the 

feminine, drawing particularly on analytical psychology and the Jungians; however, as I 

continued in my research, I found that the story of women, broken as she is, is splintered 

into different many boxes. The story of menstruation is divided into separate disciplines 

such as anthropology, science, feminism, Christianity – depth psychology was therefore out 

with the scope of this essay. I would however have liked to talk about solar and lunar 

consciousness, and dragon slaying, and about some of the wonderful images that feeds the 

psyche when diving beneath the surface of things. Marion Woodman says: 
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Deeply embedded in this solar myth is the conviction that the feminine must be 
rescued from its own darkness.  The solar hero who stands for spirit and light, the 
penetrating power of rational insight, cannot comprehend this darkness which 
comes down to us as the feminine mysteries (Woodman, 1988, p.20)  

 

In a world where everything is known, there are no secrets anymore and as the “Age of 

Aquarius” draws us ever closer to “unity consciousness”, is it possible that women’s 

mysteries can remain a mystery?  How will the “feminine mysteries” of the future look, 

especially if we as a culture decide to make menstruation obsolete? Will it be an on-line 

course with credits… a virtual reality… a programmed cyborg… or an internet meme? Who 

can say? But at this moment we are at a threshold, and I believe we have at least a say in 

which road we take. Is the “Red Death” the end of menstruation? Or is it a reappraisal of 

menstruation as a symbol of renewal? A monthly death and rebirth in which women can 

tap into a place beyond space in time, beyond, duality and beyond culture to drink from the 

waters of life, for replenishment and healing, for wisdom passed down from the mother to 

daughter, from the ancestors… and possibly even from our future selves.  

To conclude, I end with a quote from Jules Cashford and Ann Baring from The Myth of the 

Goddess, which reminds us that we do have a part to play in the great unfolding of the web 

of life: 

Once a vision of life as an organic whole is accepted in principle, humanity becomes 
in one sense a co-creator with nature, in so far as it can foster, ignore, destroy its 
identity with nature, for nature’s continued existence depends ultimately on the 
kind of consciousness we bring to bear on it […] this, at a new level, is a restatement 
of the old symbolic life of the original participating consciousness in which the rising 
of the sun and the coming of the rain were believed to require the assistance of 
human rituals (Baring and Cashford, 1991 p.681) 
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Epilogue 

 

Figure 11: The Wizard of Oz, 1939 

What if Dorothy had taken the Red Path? 

 

In the 1939 film the Wizard of Oz, Dorothy who is about the age when a girl gets her first 

period, menarche, is given a pair of ruby red slippers from the good witch of the North. The 

shoes will protect her throughout her quest and cannot be removed from her feet unless 

she is dead. Dorothy’s odyssey unfolds along the yellow, solar path to the Emerald City to 

meet the great Oz, a wonderful and powerful wizard who can help her return home… for 

she is lost.  

When she arrives in Oz however, she is disappointed to learn that she cannot actually meet 

the great the great wizard- for he is far too important- she must present herself in a big hall 

where only his powerful, booming voice can be heard. Dorothy becomes even more 

disappointed when she is faced with the great man’s rudeness and judgement. Dorothy’s 

little dog Toto pulls down a curtain to reveal the wizard sitting with a microphone, 

amplifying his voice. Why, he is not a wizard at all, he is a cowardly man, a bully, hiding 

himself behind a curtain, pretending to be important… but he nevertheless is just a man! 
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Dorothy does find her way back to Kansas, but not with the help of the wizard. She realizes 

that she had the power within herself all along and all she had to do was to tap her red 

shoes, “tap into her own wisdom” … red wisdom, color of life… and blood… and earth.  
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