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Mother, the Horses Rode

Mother, the horses rode outside my window

A11 the night long. I could hear their hoofbeats
ringing clear as silver

I could see their manes a-swirling
Tight and bright as silver,

I could see their wild eyes glowing wet with moonlight.

Something happened in my body.
I am wounded.

Here's the terror and the puzzle:
Sometimes I could hear them running
Hear the clang of rushing hoofbeats
Wild and free outside my window
Wild and free and wet with moonlight
As I lay in bed a-trembling

A1l in wonder at my window

Sometimes I was running with them
Wild and free and wet with moonlight
And my hair was loose and flowing
Silver in the long dark hours.

Hush, my child. Don't tell your father.
Do not say you heard the horses.

Mother, all night long I wonder
Who am I when I am running

With the horses in the hours

Of the wild and dark free-flowing.
Something happened ‘in my body.

Was I in my bed a-sleeping
Was I silver-maned and fearless
Running moon-mad with the horses.

Hush, my child. The men might listen.
Do not speak of moons and horses,

Mother, you must answer truly.

When the moon is swallowed and eaten
By the black hawk of the long night
Something happens in my body.

I am wounded.

The hawk draws blood from out my body.
Was I in my bed a-dreaming

Did I run, a mare in moonlight.

I think perhaps I am a witch.
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Hush, my child. You rode the night mare.

Rode her silver in the moonlight.

Hear the wind sigh in the pear trees.

Hush, my child. The men might hear us.

‘ They have fear of women riders
Who have learned to tame the night mare.

Now I bid you tend the fire.

Stay at home and tend the fire,

Do not speak of night and moon-rides.
Do not speak of hawks and blood.

Do not speak of flight and silver.

Do not speak of dreams and witches.
Do not speak. The men might hear us.
Hush. T bid you tend the fire.

--Merle Molofsky*

*Unpub]ishéd poem
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INTRODUCTION

The social context makes menstruation
a curse. Just as the penis derives its
privileged evaluation from the social
context, so it is the social context that
makes menstruation the curse... The one
symbolizes manhood, the other femininity.
And it is because femininity signifies
otherness and inferiority that menstrua-
tion is met with shame.

. --Simone de Beauvoir

In writing this dissertation my original aim was to study
the psycho-physical changes associated with the premenstrual and menstru-
al phases of the menstrual cycle. However, as 1 began to read through
the vast literature on this topic I made several observations. The first
was that the theoretical and empirical studies of the menstrual cycle
were being formulated and conducted within a particular social context.
That is, in reviewing these studies I realized that I was also uncovering
evaluations of female role, behavior and character which were being influ-
enced by the judgments of a society whose value system is based primarily
upon a masculine ethos. This raised a question: Were menstrual-related
theoretical formulations or the results of any of these studies reflect-
ing or perpetrating a devaluation of female behavior or character? In
my estimation, the answer was, "yes."

The second observation was - while there existed an extensive
theoretical and empirical literature on female attitudes and feelings
about menstruation, very little had been written about male attitudes or
feelings about the menstrual aspect of what Simone de Beauvoir calls = the

female's "otherness." This led to a thorough search through the psycho-

analytic Tliterature as well as through empirical anthropological studies,
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ethnographic data and historical source material. The search through
the historical and anthropological Titerature proved to be most fruitful.
What it produced was an overwhelmingly large accumulation of myths, ta-
boos and superstitious beliefs - primarily the male's view of the power-
ful influence of the menstruous female and/or menstrual blood.

This library journey through many countries, and a number of
academic fields of study, also brought about the realization that the
plethora of beliefs and customs surrounding the menses was not only a
rich source of information about male feelings towards and beliefs about
menstruation. These beliefs and customs also revealed a macrocosmic
view of more general attitudes toward females. That is, menstrual-relat-
ed beliefs seemed to serve as a focusing point onto which males in many
different cultures and historical eras, including our own, directed more
general feelings, beliefs and evaluations of female "otherness.”" More-
over, after making this search I also realized that there was a continu-
ity in evaluation. That is, within a wide range of preliterate cultures
and historical contexts, the evaluation of/or regard for the menstruous
aspect of femininity, which seemed to reveal an evaluation of femininity
in general, was also reflected in certain areas of the 'scientific' study
of the menstrual cycle. Thus the original direction of my inquiry shifted.
The focus changed and the perspective broadened. '

This thesis is now primarily a theoretical study of the ways
in which a wide range of beliefs about the menses, and certain aspects of
the 'scientific' investigation of the menstrual cycle, reflect evaluations
of femininity and contribute to stereotypic notions of female character
and behavior. While one of my aims is to dis-entangle fact from fiction;

that is, to sort out superstitious beliefs associated with the menses from



scientific fact, one of my primary purposes, as‘stated, is to show how
*facts' about menstruation reveal judgments about female behavior and
character. Thus although the Nature-Nurture controversy, as it applies
to sex differences, will be touched on at different points throughout
this study, it will not be a major focus of discussion. I am primarily
concerned with cultural values as they relate to evaluations of feminin-
ity. I am assuming that there are biological differences between the
sexes, but my position is the same as that put forth by Simone de

Beauvoir in The Second Sex, which is - "The facts of biology take on the
2

values that the existant bestows upon them...."
Within this frame of reference my specific intentions are:

1. To analyze the dijversity of beliefs in the power and influence of the

menstruous female and/or menstrual blood in the context of the belief

systems in which they are embedded, i.e., the cognitive-symbolic deter-

minants of these beliefs.

2. To discuss the psychological significance of the male's fear of the

menstruous female and/or her blood, as well as the social functions of

menstrual taboos, i.e., the psychological determinants and socio-functional

aspects of menstrual taboos, both formal and informal.

3. To argue that the motives for enforcing menstrual taboos, both infor-

mal and formal, are multi-determined and more complex than anthropological

surveys of menstrual taboos indicate.

4. To show that although within a wide range of cultural and historical

contexts, including our own, there is a diversity of attitudes towards

menstruation, there is also a continuity in evaluation; and that this

continuity is expressed not only in menstrual-related myths, customs and

superstitious beliefs, but also in the academic study of menstruation.
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5. To argue that many beliefs surrounding the menses reflect a cultural
evaluation of the female as the "second sexf; and that this evaluation
is also revealed in certain empirical or theoretical studies of the pre-
menstrual or menstrual phases of the menstrual cycle.

In addition, it is also my intention to demonstrate:
6. That many beliefs about the harmful or destructive aspects of the
menstruant in preliterate, ancient and premodern cultures are an integral
part of a larger body of beliefs about females, i.e., the myth of femin-
ine evil. |
7. That, on the other hand, evaluations of the menstruous female reflect
an ambivalence with which males haye regarded females since time immemor-
ial. In this context it will be my contention that there is a double
ambivalence at work in relation to both the menstruous female and the
female in general. That is, I shall demonstrate that the positive aspect
of the ambivalent regard for the menstruous female and menstrual blood
in primitive societies, is mixed with negative feelings; and that this,
in turn, is reflected in the positive aspect of the ambivalence with
which males have viewed females in all cultures. The nature of this am-
bivalence will be analyzed in terms of its (1) bearing on the cultural
devaluation of females and (2) its psychological and philosophical origins.

The scope of this study is broad and the perspective entails
shifts in time, place and focus. In terms of the latter, I mean that
the focus of discussion will move from the specific, the menstruous female,
to the general, the female, and back again. In relation to shifts in time
and place, I will be presenting and synthesizing menstrual beliefs and
customs from a wide array of cultural and historical contexts.

This study has been designed to be not only broad, but unifying,



integrative, relational and contextual. In this respect I Qiew this piece
of work as being a distinctively 'feminine' product, i.e., relational,
contextual and integrative. Thus, it represents a woman's approach to
gathering knowledge and understanding the world, as well as a woman's
attempt to articulate what she finds. I see the framework of this study,
its structure, and its language as male, i.e., the format and the notion
of a dissertation itself. Thi§ union represents another integrative
aspect.

The organization of this study is 1ike that of a weaving in
which beginning strands of thought are introduced, woven together, left
temporarily to bring in new strands, picked up again, and combined with
the new strands in another section of the design. This process of com-
bining and recombining continues until the work is finished. While the
weaving itself is in the shape of a rectangle, there are very few straight
Tines in the design which consists mainly of a series of overlapping cir-
cular forms. The colors are bright and the texture varies with the pat-
tern. This study represents the rich and brightly-colored thought tapes-
try of a woman. It is a comprehensive and original synthesis of theory
and empirical research - an integration of knowledge from a number of
academic disciplines and non-academic sources. Undertaken and carried
forth with what Michaei Polyani calls "heuristic passion," an approach
to inquiry which "sets out not to conquer but to enrich the wor]d,"3 this
study also provides a valuable fund of information which can be used as
a resource by those who might want to pursue investigation of specific

aspects of this topic in more detail.
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CHAPTER I

MENSTRUAL TABOOS AND BELIEFS:
HISTORICAL AND CROSS-CULTURAL OVERVIEW

According to Pliny, the touch of the
menstruous woman turned wine to vinegar, blighted
crops, killed seedlings, blasted gardens, brought
down the fruit from trees, dimmed mirrors, blunted
razors, rusted iron and brass...killed bees...
caused mares to miscarry and so forth. Similarly,
in various parts of Europe, it is still believed
that if a woman in her courses enters a brewery
the beer will turn sour; if she touches beer, wine,
vinegar, or milk, it will go bad; if she makes jam,
it will not keep; if she mounts a mare it will mis-
carry; if she touches buds they will wither; if she
climbs a cherry tree it will die.... In the Greek
Island of Calymnos a woman at such times may not go
to the well to draw water nor cross a running stream,
nor enter the sea. Her presence in a boat is said
to raise storms.]

--James Frazer

Introduction

Menstruation has been called a "badge of femim‘n'ity,“2 For
the majority of the world's females it is an inevitable biological fact
which occurs throughout one-third to one-half of’a life time. Along
with menopause and pregnancy, menstruation happens and is a significant
representatidn of biological femaleness. Around the globe and throughout
history the menstruous aspect of femaleness has been believed to have a
powerful influence on the environment, human and non-human, animate and
inanimate. For example, among the great variety of beliefs associated
with the menses, in cultures widely separate in both time and geographi-
cal area, the touch or the presence of a menstruant have been considered
deleterious to plant life, harmful to animals and insects, poisonous to
food and/or water, and vitiating to organic matter and certain kinds of

inanimate objects, particularly implements used by males for war, hunting
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or fishing. In some areas of the world the menstruous female has also
been accorded responsibility for causing natural disasters such as storms
and floods.3

In cultures far too numerous to mention menstrual harm Bas
been regarded as pariicularly dangerous to males. This harm has been
linked with various kinds of disease, injury or death as well as with
loss of magical efficacy or spiritual purity.4‘7 Among people of widely
different race and cultural tradition the menses have also been explicitly
associated with loss of manhood. This is expressed in cross-culturally
and historically pervasive beliefs that direct or indirect contact with
a menstruating female or menstrual blood will result in feminization of |
the male or.diminution of of masculine strength and powelr'.8’9 A theme
of menstrual-related loss ;f masculinity is also reflected in widespread
beliefs that the blood of a menstruant, or the menstruous female herself,
are disruptive or harmful to culturally defined male activities such as
hunting, fishing, gambling, war and religious or ritual ce\r‘emonies.]0

Thus, the lady whose "cherry is in sherry"]1 seems to have
inspired the creation of a body of beliefs andAtaboos of such tremendous
scope and variety that simply to 1ist them all would be a long and ardu-
ous task. In relation to this abundance the American anthropologist,
Clellan Ford, noted, "Menstruation appears to have acquired an importance
for human beings far out of proportion to its biological 1"unct1’ons."]2
Although various theories have been proposed to explain the meaning of
certain beliefs associated with menses, as well as the social significance
or practical functions of menstrual taboos, there is still a great deal

which remains open to question and exploration. For instance, although

7/
the French anthropologist, Levy-Bruhl, speculated about the reasons for
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the dangers attributed to menstrual blood in preliterate societies, he
also wrote, "What makes the menstrual flow so dangerous? It would be
useless to guess.f'13 And in relation to the inordinate fear of the men-
strual discharge, the well known British anthropologist, Audrey Richards,
wrote, "I do not think that psychoaﬁalysts.have yet accounted satisfac-
torily for the strength of the sense of fear of menstrual blood in some
primitive societies."14

It is clear that in magical-religously oriented cultures
menstrual taboos, 1ike all taboos, have been instituted as protection
from that which has been considered dangerous - in this case, the menstru-
" ant and her blood. Clellan’ Ford, however, was of the opinion'that the
specific rationale behind the genesis of certain kinds of menstrual ta-
boos was not fully understood. Based on the results of a cross-cultural
survey of menstrual taboos in preliterate societies, he concluded that
the reasons for the development of menstrual taboos restricting such
activities as cooking food, touching sacred objects and hunting gear,
entering gardens and participating in the manufacture of artifact§ were
still unknown.]5 In addition, although Ford proposed certain explanations
to account for the widespread taboo which prohibits sexual relations with
a female during the menses, he was of the opinion that, "The conditions
responsible for the taboo [regarding sexual contact with the menstruant]
are not clear-cut and no definitive statement of them can be made here."16

To my knowledge, a theoretical study of menstrual tabooé, and
related beliefs as subjects in their own right, has never been undertaken.
Moreover, to date, there has been no attempt to integrate and compare
menstrual beliefs and customs found in preliterate societies with those

which appear in ancient Titerate cultures, in various regions of Europe,



and in the United States. In addition, no one has thoroughly and system-
atically analyzed these beliefs and customs in order to determine what
they reveal about evaluations of female character - which is the aim of
this study. It is my intention, first, however, to present an overview
of menstrual taboos, both formal and informal, and to briefly review the

anthropology literature on the topic.

Cross-Cultural and Historical Overview

Menstrual taboos are found among people of many different
races and cultures. They have been nearly universal. As Robert Lowie
points out, menstrual restrictions are of "great antiquity in the history
of human cu]ture.“17 Within the magical-religious framework of the
societies which I shall be discussing in several chapters menstrual ta-
boos are formal or institutionalized. By this I mean part of an oral
or written code of law which directly influences and guides peoples’
lives. In secular or modern societies menstrual taboos are informal;
that is, commonly followed and informally sanctions but not part of an
official societal code of law. In preliterate, ancient and premodern
cultures, including rural areas of Europe up through the twentieth cen-

]S'ZOthe menstruant has been subjected to various kinds of taboos

21

tury,
or restrictions on her sexual, religious or domestic work activities.
Cross-culturally and historically the taboo on sexual intercourse during
the menses has probably been the most pervasive.

In the ancient codes of the world's major religions the men-
strual sex taboo is clearly stated. For instance, in the Vedic religious
texts of India, from which certain principles of Hinduism, Buddhism and

Jainism are derived,22 in much the same way as principles followed by



Catholics, Jews and Protestants are derived from the Bible, the men-
struating female is not only forbidden sexual contact with the male, she
is also warned not even to have thoughts related to sex.23 During men-
struation she is also prohibited from eating foods which are regarded as
sexually arousing, especially at puberty.24

In the Talmud (Book of Niddah) the taboos forbidding sexual
intimacy with a menstruant are expTicit.25 Moreover, according to ancient
Hebrew scriptures it was a wife‘s duty to make herself particularly unat-
tractive during the menses in order to avoid arousing sexual desire in
her husband.26 Based on religious Taw a female was able to obtain a
divorce on the grounds that her husband made sexual advances toward her
while she was menstruating.27 On the other hand, according to Muslim
reIigfous'1aw, a male may not obtain a divorce while his wife is menstru-
ating, the rationale being that because he is not having sexual relations
with her, his judgment is not sound. 28

Accofding to the Jewish Code of Law sexual relations with a
menstruant are strictly prohibited. However, there is an amusing 'pleasure
before pollution philosophy' expressed in a section of this code which
deals with the situation of a husband who discovers his wife is menstruat-
ing while they are engaged in intercourse. As stated in Chapter CLVL the
rule in this case is:

He should not separate from her before
his virile strength is exhausted, for
this very act [intercourse) affords him
pleasure, but he must raise his body
supporting himself on his hands and feet
and not upon her...He should then consult
a rabbi who will instruct him on what
penance he should do for his sin.29

According to this text, punishment for violation of the menstrual sex

taboo was flogging or exclusion from the community for both male and female.30



Within ancient and medieval Catholic theology intercourse with

31

a menstruant was considered a venial sin. The sinfulness of sexual re-

lations during menstruation apparently lasted well past the Middle Ages.
In 1905 Havelock E11is, in one of the earliest systematic studies of human
sexual behayior, noted that:

In contemporary recent times Catholic
theologians have regarded sexual inter-
course during menstruation as a sin.
Icard points out that some Catholic:
theologians have declared that inter-
course during menstruation, if not a
mortal sin, is at least a venial sin.
Sanchez, I may remark, states that many
theologians consider it a mortal sin

to seek intercourse during menstruation. 32

According to Jean Paris reference to the menstrual sex taboo

is not made in a religious text but in Shakespear's Midsummer Night's

‘Dream. At the play's start Theseus announces that he and Hippolyte must
wait four days to have intercourse because "...four happy days usher in
another moon."33 The beliefs that all females menstruated every twenty-
eight days, and that menstruation was caused by the new moon were common
in ancient thought and in medical theory up until the late eighteenth
century.34 Thus "another moon" is apparently a reference to the cessa-
tion of menses in connection with the Tunar cyc]e.35 This association
between the phases of the moon and the monthly cycle of menstruation
has appeared world-wide in various forms.36-38  1n modern poetry the
moon-menses association is reflected in Sylvia Plath's poem, "Childless
Woman," which begins: "The womb/Rattles its pod, the moon/Discharges it-
self from the tree with nowhere to go."39

Returning to the menstrual sex taboo, however, in the earli-
est cross-cultural study of menstrual taboos, which is based on informa-

tion obtained from ethnographic accounts of 54 preliterate societies,

-



Ford reports that 33 societies prohibited coitus with a menstruant, and
10 directly placed a taboo on sexual relations during the menses by for-
bidding males to be physically intimate with a menstruous female. In a
number of other societies in this sample, intercourse during the menses
was not specifically prohibited, but was reported as not practiced.
There was only one society in the entire sample in which the menstrual
sex taboo was reported as definite]y.absent. Two were questionable.
Moreover, Ford points out that not one of the cultures in the sample
- 'permitted’ intercourse with a menstruant. Thus, in effect, the menstual
sex taboo, whether formal or informal, was apparently present in almost
100% of the entire samp]e.40
In a more recent study of menstrual taboos (1965) Young and
Bacyadan report that out of a sample of 58 preliterate cultures on which
such information was available, 80% prohibited intercourse during the
menses, while in the other 20%, concern was informal, i.e., intercourse
during menstruation was not formally prohibited or societally punished,
but it was not practiced.4] Sinﬁe the cross-cultural sample used in this
study was basically the same as that used by Stephens, in an earlier sur-
vey of menstrual taboos, the percentages in relation to the prevalence of
the menstrual sex taboos are approximately the same. Moreover, Stephens
also indicates that in cultures in which intercourse with a menstruant
was not formally prohibited the informal menstrual sex taboo was per'vas1've.4'2
In the contemporary United States there are indications that
an informal taboo on intercourse during the menses is fairly widespread.
For instance, in 1973 a survey of 960 California families showed that half

the couples abstained from intercourse during menstruation.43 And based

on the results of a recent questionnaire survey of attitudes towards



menstruation, menopause and puberty (1976), Paula Weidiger reported that
25% of a sample of 558 female respondents objected to coitus during the
menses. However; 40% of the females in the sample reported that while
they did not object to sex during menstruation, their partners did. 44
The menstrual sex taboo, both formal and informal, will be discussed
again later in several different contexts.

Other kinds of menstrual restrictions have also been histori-
cally and cross~culturally diffuse. For instance, around the globe the
menstruant both formally and informally, has been prohibited contact with
the food supply and various kinds of plant 1ife used for food. 4 In pre-
literate cultures restrictions on the cooking and serving of food to
males during menstruation have also been common. %0 As Stephens notes,
if the menstrual cooking taboo was reported present within the cultures
he studied, the menstrual sex taboo and beliefs in menstruation-related
dangers to males were also reported present.47 Restrictions on the religi-
ous activities of the menstruous female, and prohibitions on direct or
indirect contact with sacréd objects have also been historically and
cross-culturally pervasive.48 Moreover, a category of menstrual taboos
which Young and Bacdayan refer to as personal restrictions on the menstru-
ant have also been cross-culturally pervasive world-wide. These particu-
lar menstrual prohibitions include restrictions on laughing Toudly,
scratching the body directly, combing hair, etc.49

Just as the kinds of menstrual taboos have varied, so has
their extensiveness, i.e., the number of menstrual taboos that a particu-
lar society enforces. In relation to extensiveness, simply put, the more
dangerous the menstruant or the menstrual discharge have been believed to

be, the greater the number of restrictions on various aspects of the



menstruant's behavior. In some preliterate cultures the menstruous fe-
male has been regarded as a public menace, bringing misfortune to the en-
tire community. In these cultures she has usually been segregated,
obliged to reside in a menstrual hut, often on the outskirts of the vil-
Iage.50 In other societies she has been restricted to a special room in
the household for the duration of her menstrual flow.5! In some parts

of the world the menstruant has been required to enter the family dwell-
ing through s special door.52 In others she has had to travel certain

5 1n some cultures, including those of peasant

paths and avoid others.
Europe, the menstruant has had to wear special clothing or take some ac-
tion to signify her unclean and dangerous state. This includes calling

out "I am unclean," wearing scarves, hoods, etc.54 In La Dame aux Camelias

by Dumas, the main character wears a red flower during her period and a

white one when she is not menstruating.55
Generally, those cultures which have segregated the female

in a menstrual hut have enforced a greater number of menstrual taboos

than those in which the menstruant has not been segregated. In the least

restrictive societies, such as the Ainu of Japan, the menstruant has been

permitted to mingle freely with others.®® Freedom of movement and lack

of restrictions during the menses, however, seem to be exceptional in pre-

literate cultures. Even in ethnographic accounts in which it is reported

that there are few menstrual taboos, one finds that the taboos tend to

be informal. However, the degree of danger associated with the menstruant

or menstrual blood does seem to be significantly related to the number of

restrictions that a culture imposes on a female during her menstrual flow.

As the preceeding discussion suggests the consequences result-

ing from violation of various kinds of menstrual taboos, and the official
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societal punishments meted out for transgression have varied from mild

to severe. In terms of official punishments, it would seem apparent that
those cultures in which the menstruant or menstrual blood have been con-
sidered extremely dangerous are those which have meted out the most ex-
treme forms of punishment. For example, the I11inois Indians considered
the menstruous female to be extremely dangerous. Thus, squaws who failed
to give notice that they were menstruating were punished with death. 57

And according to John Swanton, among the Creek Indians, who also regarded
the powers of the menstruant as extremely dangerous, violation of menstrual
taboos, along with murder and breach of marriage, were considered capital
crimes. Moreover, if menstrual taboos were violated, the Creek squaw was
held responsible for all misfortunes that befell the community and was
punished severe]y.58 Among the Bemba of Northern Rhodesia, heavy penal-
ties have been attached to the showing of a drop of menstrual blood by
accident. According to Audrey Richards, if a drop of menstrual blood fell
on the bed of a female's husband, "...she would be punished by her fellows
by being made to sit over a fire place till her flesh was scorched."?
Obviously those cultures which have not regarded the menstruant or men-
strual blood as particularly dangerous have instituted few menstrual ta-
boos. For example, among the Masai of Kenya violation of the menstrual
sex taboo receives no punishment, and does not seem to have serious con-
sequences,60 while in other cultures punishment for such violation and

consequences have been severe.sl

Anthropology Studies of Menstrual Taboos

In her book on menstruation and menopause weidiger62 notes

that conversations with anthropologists revealed that it never "occurred"
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" to them to study menstrual taboos in their field work. The fact that
there are only five formal studies of such a wide-spread taboo is sur-
prising.63 One might speculate that in the field of anthropology there
has been a taboo on studying menstrual taboos, a notion which I shall
have much more to say about later in this study. The cross cultural
studies of menstrual taboos which I have referred to focus mainly on a
question of extensiveness - why are menstrual taboos more extensive in
some cultures than in others? What are the socio-structural or psycho-
logical variables which determine how elaborate these taboos will be?

In the earliest study of menstrual taboos mentioned earlier
Ford buts forth the hypothesis that these taboos have been instituted in
response to disgust and/or anxiety aroused in males by the menstrual dis-
charge. His major contention, however, is that the extensiveness of men-
strual taboos varies in relation to the means of collecting the menstrual
discharge. Based on a comparison of the lenience of menstrual restrictions
and the efficiency of the means of collecting the menstrual discharge (in
a sub-sample of 19 societies), Ford concludes that there is significant
relationship between these two variables, i.e., societies in which there
is an effective means of collecting the discharge have fewer menstrual
taboos. However, a statistical analysis of the data is not included, and
the sample is so small-that one can hardly call this a formal study. Ford
himself points out, however, that in a number of societies in which there
was no effective means of collecting the menstrual discharge, there were
few if any menstrual taboos. Moreover, as noted earlier, he considered
these findings inconclusive.

In a study of menstrual taboos which is more complex and bet-

ter designed than Ford's, Stephens refutes these findings, as well as
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Ford's hypothesis that the extensiveness of menstrual taboos is associated
with a disgust factor. Stephens hypothesizes that the extensiveness of
menstrual taboos varies in relation to the amount of castration anxiety
present in males. He postulates that the menstrual taboo scale used to
measure the elaborateness of menstrual taboos is, in effect, a scale of
the intensity of the male's fear of genital bleeding. This castration
anxiety explanation for the male's fear of the menstruant is consistent
with theories proposed by GeZa Roheim,64 George Devereux65 and several
other psychoanalytically oriented anthropologists who have written about
this top1‘c.66

Stephens, in turn, has been criticized by Schlegel for having
"too many untested assumptions for the hypothesis,"67 and by Young and
Bacyadan for postulating an intervening variable, i.e., castration anxi-
ety, which cannot be directly tested. Both of these criticisms are indic-
ative of the controversy between anthropologists whose orientation is
sociogenic, and psychologically oriented anthropologists whose approach
to the study of cross-cultural phenomena is psychogenic. Based on a re-
interpretation of Stephens' data, Young and Bacyadan advance the hypothesis
that menstrual taboos are discriminatory against females. They argue that
these taboos, in their degrading aspects, are similar to the customs of
separation and abasement imposed on minority and low caste groups, and
they reason that the physical facts of menstruation are like skin color -
a convenient stimulus to fhangf discriminatory customs on.68

Based on statistically significant correlations between fea-
tures of social organization and the extensiveness of menstrual taboos,
Young and Bacyadan confirm this discrimination hypothesis. More specifi-

cally, they conclude that menstrual taboos are discriminatory against
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females, that they are associated with malg dominance; and in turn, male
dominance and extensiveness of menstrual taboos are related aspects of
the same feature of social organization, i.e., social rigidity. In this
regard the well known anthropologist Robert Lowie states, "...where the
relevant taboos menstrual exist in mild form or are lacking, sex dis-
crimination seems to be like wise moderaté."59

Bock, however, re-analyzed Young and Bacyadan's data and
argued that geographical distribution was an overlooked factor which
influenced the results they obtained. That is, a statistical analysis
of the distribution of menstrual taboos in the various geographical areas
of the world, indicated that the extensiveness of menstrual taboos is
significantly associated with a society's geographical location. Accord-
ing to these results, the most extensive restrictions on the menstruant
are found in the Americas, Africa and Melanesia. Moreover, in accordance
with a general theory of taboo which is standard in the anthropology

70 and in agreement with Devereux,7] Bock argues that the restric-

literature
tions surrounding the menstruant might also be indicative of social eleva-
tion rdther than social degradation. That is, he contends that since
both kings and menstruants are taboo, then menstrual restrictions may re-
flect the veneration/sacred/awe side of taboo rather than the degradation/
pollution/horror aspect.72 This is a complex issue which will be dealt
with later in several contexts. However, what is pertinent here is that
Bock, 1ike Devereux, suggests that there is another way to interpret
menstrual taboos.

In a recent study of menstrual taboos in preliterate cultures,

which 1s actually a sub-study of a larger investigation of male dominance

and female autonomy in matrilineal cultures, Alice Schlegel also disagrees
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with Young and Bacyadan's assumption that menstrual taboos are discrimin-
atory toward females. Based on her results she concludes that the exten-
siveness of menstrual taboos is not a significant indicatory of female
status or what she calls "autonomy." However, she also writes, "It may
be that some cultures have used menstruation to explain and justify the
inferior status of women...."73 Similarly, Gabriella Eichinger, in a
fairly recent study of female pollution beliefs in India (1972) states
that while she does not think that the female pollution associated with
the menses in India and other parts of the world, is an expression of mis-
ogynism, these beliefs "...may help to legitimate women's permanent in-
ferior position."74

In reference to this status issue Ford, in 1945, had suggested
that the way in which a society solves the problem of avoiding contact
with the menstrual discharge might be directly related to the status of
females. The implication here is that if a female must remain secluded,
or if her activities are strictly curtailed for four or five days a month,
she is handicapped in the struggle for prestige and status.’® In a study
on the Micmac Indians of Northern Canada, Wilson and Ruth Wallis point
out that at the time of their study (1955) menstruation was still associ-
ated with "inferiority" and the secondariness of females to males, as it
had been a hundred years prior.76 Similarly, in a recent (1975) theoreti-
cal-historical analysis of Commanche culture, Thomas Fehrenbach makes the
point that the uneasiness and awesomeness associated with the menses "re-
inforced the social inferiority of women., "7/

In the present study it is this cultural evaluation of inferi-
ority in association with menses which is my primary concern. That is,

while this status issue and other issues raised in the preceeding review
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will be touched on later, with varying degrees of emphasis, my contention
is that exploring the relationship between the extensiveness of menstrual
taboos and female status, as it has been considered in several of the
studies just discussed, is a fruitless line of inquiry.

There are several reasons why I am making this statement.

One is that a number of anthropologists have pointed out that adequate
criteria for measuring female status, cross-culturally, are difficult
to devise.’8 Moreover, even if we knew about the structural features
of a‘society in which a female might have 'high' status, we still would
not know how this was translated into everyday life. In addition, just
defining what status is presents a problem.

More important than the difficulty in measuring and defining
status, I do not think that there is much to be learned about how females
are regarded in other cultures by taking an isolated custom such as the
menstrual taboo, and correlating it with one, or several combinations,
of 84 cultural traits, customs or structural features (variables) cate-

logued in George Murdock's Ethnographic Atlas, a compendium of information

on 864 cultures in the six major geographic areas of the world. This
type of correlational study is standard in the field of anthropology.
While such study has its merits, in that one learns something about the
distribution or extensiveness of traits or customs throughout the world,
this method of investigating cultural phenomena has its obvious limita-
tions; and one of them is that there is 1ittle to be learned about the
culture as a whole or what meaning is attributed to a custom or a belief
in a total context. |

Bock criticizes Young and Bacyadan's study for exactly this

reason. That is, using a culture studied by Margaret Mead (Arapesh, New
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Guinea), he shows that the social rigidity factor postulated by Young and
Bacyadan as characteristic of societies in which menstrual taboos are
extensive, loses its validity when considered in the context of the total
pattern of Arapesh culture. Bock argues, in effect, that by designing
atlas-type anthropological studies in which customs are torn out of theif
cultural contexts there is a danger of producing papers for journals in
which the results are statistically significant, but the hypothesis is
inva]id.go In this context it is interesting to note that in anthropo-
logy texts one often finds Frazer criticized for being an armchair anthro-
pologist, i.e., one who compiles data on other cultures from afar. Ironi-
cally, there are now a legion of "atlas~-computer" anthropologists. Per-
haps this is because there are few exotic and primitive cultures left for
study.

One of the points that is most relevant here, however, is
that in order to understand what menstrual taboos and beliefs 'mean',
what their social function might be, and what they can tell us about the
evaluation of females in other cultures, the subject must be investigated
from a number of different points of view. As Ruth Benedict wrote some
forty years ago, "The only way to know the significance...of behavior
is against a background of motives and emotions and values...."81 In
effect, one of the aims of this study is to constant]j look at this topic
against a background.

It will be apparent, then, as the discussion unfolds that men-
strual taboos must be seen within a framework of psychological, sociologi-
cal and symbolic factors. The latter includes modes of cognition and ways
of perceiving the universe which are characteristic of magical-religious

cultures. Menstrual taboos must also be seen in the context of other
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customs and beliefs surrounding feminine biological processes which in
preliterate cultures are all of a piece, part of what might be called a
custom-belief complex. In the modern world the female's regard for her
own menstruation must be seen in relation to the male's view of menstrua-
tion, and the culture's evaluation of the behavioral and psychological
changes that are associated with the menses and other phases of the men-
strual cycle. These, too, are all of a piece. To study menstrual taboos,
or attitudes towards menstruation, in isolation, or "ripped out of con-
text," as Bock put it, is to end up at the end of the story of the blind
men and the elephant. That is, the blind men are asked to tell what an
elephant is. Each describes the part that he has touched - the tail, or
the trunk, or the leg. Obviously, none of them know what the elephant

really is.
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CHAPTER II

MENSTRUAL TABOOS:
THE MAGICAL-RELIGIOUS WORLD VIEW

Our world view is a cultural pattern that

shapes our mind from birth...it determines

the way we think...what we see. It is our

pattern of representation and our responses

sustain the pattern...Concepts direct per-

cepts as much as percepts impinge on concepts.]

-~Chilton Pearce

Mana

In many cultures in which magical-religious belief systems
have provided definitive explanations for the workings of the cosmos, the
menstruous female and menstrual blood have been regarded as potent sources
of power, energy and influence. The power associated with the menses has
been referred to as mana. Mana, a term of Melanesian origin, has been
defined and described in various ways - as a property of a substance and
of a force, as both visible and invisible, as identified with the alien
or the unusual, or what we might call the mysterious.2 However, there is
general agreement that mana is an impersonal cosmic force or power which
can be contained in and conveyed by objects, persons, etc.3

Marcel Mauss, a French anthropologist, well known for his
analysis of magical beljef systems, points out that although mana is a
term of Melanesian origin, similar if not identical notions of an imper-
sonal power are found within the cosmologies of various cultures through-
out the world. However, terminology differs. For instance, to give but

a few examples of this variation in names, in certain regions of Mexico
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studies of American Indian cultures, the notion of mana was universal in
North America.? And as Geoffrey Lienhardt notes, mana and taboo, both
Melanesian words, have become standard anthropological terms and concepts.6
Thus, because mana is a concept so widely used to describe the kind of
power which has been attributed to the menstruant and her blood, through-
out I shall continue to use this term to refer to menstrual power and
influence.

Like equivalent notions found cross-culturally, the concept
of mana, which is inseparable from notions of taboo and the sacred, forms
an integral part of a coherent world view.’ Within this cosmological
scheme, all elements in the universe, human and non-human, animate and
inanimate, are believed to be dynamically inter-related. According to
Lé;y-Bruhl, in such a universe animals, humans, objects, forces of nature,
etc. are perceived as united by "sympathetic bonds," or as participants
in each other's existence.8»? Erich Neumann describes this universe as
one in which the individual seems to live "...in the middle of a psycho-
physical space in which outside and inside, world and man, powers and
things are bound together in an indivisible unity."10 Within the unity
of this psychophysical space the manaof an object or an individual - such
as the menstruant - can be transmitted to other 'elements' by means of
both direct and indirect contact, i.e., via intermediary objects, persons,
etc. Mana, in this cosmological framework, can also operate at a distance
between 'sympathetic beings'. Mary Douglas describes this mana-infused
universe as one,

...which is personal in several different

senses. Physical forces are thought of as

interwoven with the lives of persons. Things

are not completely distinguished from persons
and persons are not completely distinguished
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from their external environment. The universe
responds to mime and speech.11

Thus, in many different historical and cultural cdntexts, the menstruant
and her blood, defined as mana-infused elements in a universe of dynamic
forces and sympathetic inter-connections, have been accorded a wide sphere
of influence. Both have been potentially able to affect the human and
non-human environment in a variety of specific ways which will become
apparent as the discussion proceeds.

Mana is also a notion with dual meaning in that it has been
defined as both dangerous as well as efficacious. In this sense the force
inherent in mana seems to be like electricity or atomic power, containing
the potential for both harm and good. As Mauss:and‘others have pointed
out, throughout the world mana-infused individuals such as the menstruant
are usually described as hot, heated, burning - all images suggesting a
state which is highly charged, one that conveys energy and powelr'.]z’13

In relation to this dual aspect of menstrual mana, there is
cross-cultural and historical source material which indicates in some
areas of the world the menstrual discharge has been believed to be bene-
ficial, potentially able to transmit a curative or protective influence
to others.14:15 However, beliefs in the negative aspects, or its poten-
tial harm far out number beliefs in its potential good. While there
will be an emphasis on explaining why menstrual mana has been feared and
judged negatively, the exceptional situations and particularly the conver-
sion of menstrual harm to menstrual good, will eventually be discussed
in relation to a number of different issues.

For different reasons the mana of a menstruant has been com-
pared to that of a divine ruler or king. Frazer based this comparison on

the fact that in some areas of the world the taboos surrounding the
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menstruant and those surrounding a king have been similar.1®  Freud sug-
gests that both menstruant and king must be set abart to protect them

7 What is most relevant here is

from the unconscious desires of others.
to point out that there is a distinction between the mana attributed to

a diyine personage and the mana believed to be inherent in a menstruating
female. That is, while the mana of the divine person entails being set
apart and restricted, or even indirectly punished for being sacred as

Freud suggests, the mana of the divine personage also brings with it
prestige, privilege, social power and social authority. By contrast,
menstrual mana is not associated with the same benefits. 4Yith the excep-
tion of puberty, the female does not gain social prestige by being imbued
with menstrual mana. Moreover, the mana of a divine personage and his
formal authority are related to his position in a religious or political
hierarchy. Menstrual mana is primarily a sex-linked power which is ac-
corded the female because she is biologically female. Menstruation

happens. As Marilyn Strathern comments, the power attributed to the men-
struant and menstrual blood is derived from the simple fact of 1"em1'n'in1't_y.]8
Thus, menstrual mana can be described as a ‘'natural' aspect of femaleness
to which super-natural power has been attributed, mainly by males. The
female's natural, menstrual-related power seems to be different, then,

from the formal, social power and authority which certain kinds of mana

accord to males.

Sympathetic Magic

Sympathetic magic lies at the root of those
rationalizations by which customs springing
from motivations no longer remembered are
explained.19

--Laura Makarijus

Mana has been defined as a form of energy which is transmissible
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and cont_agious.20 In this sense the concept of mana is hardly separable
from a process of magical transmission referred to in different theoreti-
cal contexts as sympathetic, contagious, mimetic or confluent magic.

It is via this process of magical contagion that the mana of the menstru-
ant is transmitted to other persons, things, etc.

Sympathetic magic involves not only a process of transmitting -
influence, which will be described in detail shortly, but also a mode of
thinking which is predominant]y associative or analogical. Piaget describes
thisstyle of thinking as magical-phenomenalistic, and Heinz Werner called

it physiognomic or syncretic.Z]

As Werner describes it, this kind of
thinking involves viewing the world as a place in which motor and affec-
tive elements are intimately linked with the perceptions of things and
events. Within this syncretic mode, objects and events are not perceived
as neutral, but rather as the foci of dynamic power. Moreover, because
perceptions are determined, not by the constancy of objects, but rather
by the context in which they appear, things are, as Werner describes them,
"things of action." Thus, the same objects or events can take on a vari-
ety of meanings. This mode of perception, according to Werner, is parti-
cularistic and concrete rather than abstract and universal - relative and
shifting compared to absolute and constant.z2 Lévi-Strauss, who takes
issue with those whohave suggested that magical thinking, such as that in-
yolved in sympathetic magic, is just a step in the evolution of abstract
thought, writes, "Magical thought is not to be regarded as a beginning
or a rudiment...It forms a well articulated system..."23
The earliest theories of sympathetic magic, are generally at-

tributed to Tylor and Frazer, both of whom derived some of their ideas

from M1115.24 Both Tylor and Frazer have been criticized for a number of
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reasons. Criticisms of Frazer have been mainly directed at his ethno-
centricity, his yiew that magic is a precursor to "true" religion and

his belief that superstitious beliefs were simply errors in logical think-
ing.25 However, despite these criticisms Frazer's theories of magic are
sti11 currently widely used, especially in studies of symbolic cu]tur‘e;26
and he is generally recognized for having made a great and original con-
tribution to the study of magic.27 Thus, it is Frazer's theory of sym-
pathetic magic which will form the basis for discussion here.

According to Frazer,28 sympathetic magic is governed primarily
by two principles or laws, the Law of Similarity and the Law of Contiguity.
Both Taws or principles are based on influence by contagion and involve
the associative or syncretic mode of thinking just described. The Law
of Similarity involves the idea that 1ike produces like. It is sometimes
referred to in the anthropology literature as homeopathic magfc because
it forms the underlying rationale for certain primitive (and ancient)
methods of medical treatment.

In relation to menstrual mana this principle is operative in
various cross-culturally pervasive beliefs in which the presence of a men-
struant supposedly transmits the symptoms or processes associated with
menstruating to the male. For instance, in this regard Theodore Gaster
cites an old Italian text (1892) in which it is stated that if menstrual
clothes are washed with male clothing, the male will "suffer attrocious
pains."29 Similarly, in a totally different cultural group, the Iriquois
Indians, A.A. Shimony reports that

Men and babies, male children in parti-
cular, who drink from the same cup as a
menstruating woman are in danger of develop--
ing bloody diarrhea and bieeding piles, a

belief based on an obvious analogy...Also
food prepared by a catemenial woman is
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supposed to produce cramps in the more
sensitive man,

The Law of Contiguity is based on the notion thatAevery thing
with which a person has contact takes on its essence or what Frazer quaint-
ly calls "soul stuff." This law includes several inter-related specific
fgatures. These are: (1) each part of an object, humaﬁ, animal contains
its essence, i.e., the part is equal to the whole. Werner describes this
aspect of sympathetic magic as a process by which properties pervade

31 and Lévi-Strauss refers to it as "metonymy.“32

things homogeneously;
Thus, in relation to the menses, dangers are attributed to almost anything
associated with either the menstruant or menstrual blood, even if it is
the name of the moss that the female uses to absorb the menstrual discharge33
The second feature of this law is that things or people which
have once been in contact continue to act on eaéh other even after this
contact is ended. In relation to menstrual mana, this feature is reflected
in a myriad of beliefs present in cultures widely distant in time and geo-
graphical areas. That is, via her glance, or her breath,34 her words
and even her shadow,35 the menstruant can cause various types of harm.
Moreover, according to this feature, objects, places, food, etc. retain
the properties of the person who touches or is near them. Therefore, men-
strual contamination can.be transmitted via places or things that a men-
struous female has touched or been near.
The third feature of this law is reflected in widespread be-
liefs about the long lasting effects of the influence of menstrual mana.
For example, in relation to the belief that the presence of a menstruant
will induce piles or cramps in males, Shimony states, "The symptoms may

occur years after the transgression has been committed and regardless of

whether the contact was accidental or not."36 Examples 1ike this and
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others involving transmission of menstrual-1ike symptoms to males, could
be drawn from many parts of the world.

The principles of sympathetic magic are operative in so many
beliefs about the influence of the menstruant and/or her blood that they
are far too numerous to mention. However, what appears to be an endless
diversity of beliefs surrounding the menses can be unified and made co-
herent if explained in terms of the associative logic of sympathetic mag-
ic. Specifically, in the next chapter I shall show that within a wide
range of historical and cultural contexts the negative regard for menstru-
ation, and the symbolic basis for the fear of the menstruant and menstrual
blood can be partially explained in terms of an association of the menses
with death and death-related phenomena such as disease, injury, barrenness

and decomposition or decay.

Taboo

The term taboo is derived from the Polynesian work "ta-pu,"
defined as "thoroughly marked off," implying notions of untouchability,
prohibition, restriction, i.e., "shalt not."37 The concept of taboo is
found world-wide. Since the reasoning behind the enforcement of taboos
is "don't do this" because by the associative logic of magical contagion
such and such will happen, in a certain sense taboos can be thought of

as the negative applications of sympathetic magic.38

The concept of mana
is obviously related to the practice of taboo in that taboos have been
defined as magical or religious practices instituted to control the
powers derived from the highly charged state of magical influence associ-
ated with mana.39 As Frazer described it, "...taboos act, so to say, as

electrical insulators to preserve the force with which these persons are
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charged."40 Moreover, taboos, which are designed to protect others from
the potentially dangerous influence of the individual in this electrical-
1y charged taboo state, also act to protect the individual who is regarded
as equally endangered - the recipient of his or her own dangerous power.41

While taboos are basically restrictions or 'should nots,' the
sociologist, Arnold Van Gennep, pointed out that they are not autonomous,
but always exist as the counterparts of proscriptive rituals, or what

might be called the 'shoulds' of taboo.*?

Thus, in cultures in which
menstrual taboos have been formally instituted, the menstruant has been
required not only to avoid engaging in certain activities, but she has
also had to perform certain acts. In some cultures, as.indicated earlier,
this includes wearing special clothing to signify her unclean state. Per-
forming elaborate cleansing rites and rituals after menstruation are also
part of the 'should' aspect of taboo. For instance, orthodox Jewish fe-
males were, and still are, required to take a ritual bath after menstru-
ating, i.e., the mikveh ("water of Tife").43

Besides bathing these menstrual ablutions include the use of
special purifying substances and, in some cultures, involve a form of
roasting or fumigation.44 The latter have often been required of females
who have just begun to menstruate and are part of puberty rites and ritu-
als marking the girl's change in social status and sexual identity, i.e.,
from an undifferentiated or 'neutral’ sexual being to a female sexual be-
ing.45 In magical-religious cultures this means the beginning of sex-
Tinked taboos which the female will have to follow until she reaches meno-
pause, whgn she again becomes a 'neutral', i.e., non-child bearing sexual
being.

The following abbreviated account of the various proscriptive
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(should) and restrictive (should not) aspects of menstrual taboos prac-
ticed by the Hindu Orissa of central India provides an example of the
interplay between these 'shoulds' and 'should nots' and alse gives some
idea of how elaborate and detailed menstrual restrictions can be in cer-
tain areas of the world.

A menstrous female...must not play at dice...
1ie on a bed or sleep during the day...brush
her teeth or rinse her mouth out. The mere
wish to cohabit with her husband would be a
serious sin. She must not think of the gods
or of the sun or of sacrifices...After 1liv-
ing in retirement for three days...she must
...go to the river and purify herself...0On the
way there she...must take the greatest care

to glance at nobody...When she reaches the
river she must...take a Tlittle fresh cow dung
...and earth...until they make a thin paste...
she must rub her hands...her feet...her whole
body...After this she must...immerse herself
twenty-four times...On entering the house

she must immediately send for a Brdhmin priﬁgt
...50 that he may complete the purification.

As is obvious by now the practice of taboo is related to con-
cepts of religious or ritual purity and impurity. The uncleanness of the
menstruous state is one of religious or ritual pollution which involves

notions of contamination and ritual defilement.

Taboo and Menstrual Impurity

One would never be done if he were
to undertake to mention all the
people among whom the menstruating
woman is Tooked upon as impure... 7
-~Paulo Mantegazza
It is clear that taboo, as a practice, invoives various re-
strictive and proscriptive rituals instituted to control the powerful
influence of the tabooed individual. As a general concept, taboo, like

mana, involves a duality of thought. It denotes awe and aversion,
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veneration and horror, sacredness and religious pollution.48 The complex-
ities that this duality involves, i.e., that an individual can be both
sacred and polluted, or religiously unclean, have generated a great deal
of speculation and debate.49 Most relevant here, however,-is,that among
people of widely diverse cultural backgrounds and religious traditions
the ritual or religious impurity and pollution of the menstruant prevails;
and horror rather than veneration for the menstruant seems to predominate.
As Lé&y-Bruhlxwrote, "In primitive communities there is no form of unclean-
ness (according to the meaning which they give the word) more to be feared
than a woman during her period.“so

In those cultures in which veneration for the menstruant or
menstrual blood is indicated, it is usually in association with the child-
bearing potential associated with menstruation, particularly at puberty.S]
Moreover, as we shall see later, for males this veneration in itself in-
volves a duality of regard. In any case, throughout the world the men-
struating female has been considered defiled and defiling, polluted and

polluting, contaminated and contéminating.

Religious Texts

In various ancient, religious codes of law the impurity or
pollution of the menstruant and menstrual blood are clearly established.
For instance, in the Vedic scriptures of India (Code of Manu, approxi-
mately 220 B.C.) it is stated that the impurity of the menstruant lasts
for three days. On the first day of the menses the female is considered
to be in the state of Candala (the lowest of the untouchables). On the
second day she is regarded as a Brghmin killer, and on the third day her

status is that of a washer'woman.52
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The degree of menstrual pollution in India varies from region
to region and from caste to caste, with the severity of pollution and the
time of the pollution period being shorter for higher caste females. Ac-
cording to Gabriella Eichinger, these beliefs are still extraordinarily

vital, even today.53

In India, it has been customary for the Hindu fe-
male to do penance once a year, penance for the menstrual pollution she
brings into the house.’* In a sense, the idea that the menstruant's pol-
lution accumulates and must be gotten rid of is also reflected in a
ritual practiced by certain North American Indian tribes, i.e., Annual
World Renewal rites performed to rid, not the house, but the whole uni-
verse of menstrual contamination.55
In Japanese Shinto texts (dated approximately 552 A.D.) the
menstruous female is described as "tsuma," i.e., offensive to the gods
because of her ritually impure state; and the menses are regarded as a
state of "Kegare" (ceremonial pollution, also tranlated as "sin").56
Similar concepts of impurity associated with the menses are also found

in the religious belief systems of the rural and urban Vietnamese,57

as well as among Tibetan and Chinese Buddhists.58
In the Bible, reference to the impurity of the menstuant ap-
pears in verses nineteen to twenty;nine of Leviticus where it is written,
"And if a woman have an issue and that issue in her flesh be blood, she
shall be in her ‘impurity seven days'and whosoever toucheth her shall be
unclean until.the even." The verses following these state the ways in
which the uncleanness of the menstruant can be transmitted, i.e., via
touching, sitting or lying on what the menstruant has had contact with,

etc. And in relation to purification rites the menstruant was required,

on the eighth day, to "take two turtle doves and two young pigeons and
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bring them into the priest...and the priest shall offer the one as sin
offering and the other as burnt offering...and the priest shall make
atonement for her before Jehovah for the issue of her uncleanness."
Punishment for violation of the menstrual sex taboo was exclusion from
the community. -

In the Talmud (Book of Niddah), and in the Jewish Code of
Law, the religious impurity of the menstruant and the restrictions sur-
rounding her behavior are spelled out in great detail.50 1In both Hebrew
texts, besides establishing the seven day-long restrictions on various
aspects of behavior, including male-female contact, religious worship,
etc., a great deal of attention is given to discussion of menstrual ir-
regularities and the problematic contingencies that arise in association
with thesei For example, in the Book of Niddah one finds lengthy dis-
courses in relation to the problems of detection of the onset of the men-.
strual flow in blind, retarded and insane females, establishing whether
or not a female whose regular menstrual flow has ceased due to a stress-
ful situation is still to be considered religiously unclean, etc. The
amount of detail in this respect attests to the seriousness with which
menstrual pollution was regarded by the ancient Hebrews. Eichinger
points out that in the religious texts of India an equal amount of atten-
tion is paid to these menstrual-related contingencies.G]

Although the Koran is not explicit about the length of time.
that the female is to be considered religiously unclean during the menses,
it is clearly stated that during menstruation the female is impure and
po]]uting.62 The Ibn Quadama sets seven days as the period of poliution
during which the female must follow a number of taboos which are similar

to those recorded in other religious texts.63
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According to ancient and Medieval Catholic theology the
menstruous female was also a religiously unclean and polluting being who
supposedly attracted the devﬂ.64 As has been implied all along, the
belief that the menstruous state is one of impurity is not by any means
limited to the world's major traditions. In cultures around the world
the menstruous female has been considered ritually impure. Moreover,
the association between the ritual or religious poliution of the menstu-
ant and evil is not one that is found just in Catholic theology. It also
appears in many different historical and cultural contexts. The evil
associated with menstruation and the evil associated with being female

will be discussed in detail later.

" "Remnants

In the present day world, various religious groups still prac-
tice the menstrual taboos set forth in the ancient religious texts previ-
ously mentioned, As I indicated earlier, Eichinger, who conducted an ex-
tensive survey of female pollution beliefs in contemporary India, reports
that these beliefs and the practice of menstrual taboos have persisted.
OQut of 1225 Hindu, Muslim, and Jainist subjects, nearly 100% of the Hindu
and Mus1im females - more than three quarters of the total sample - re~
garded themselves as polluting to the sacred and followed the taboos set
forth in orthodox religious texts. Moreover, nearly 100% of the Hindu
females are still secluded during menstruation.65

Eva and Richard Blum (1971) reported that in certain areas
of rural Greece a menstruating female is still prohibited from entering

church and taking communion.5% Similar restrictions have been reported

to be practiced in the Russian and Greek Orthodox Church in the
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mid-twentieth century.67 In the contemporary United States, Black MusTim
females are not permitted to say their daily prayers during the menstrual
period.68

As indicated, contemporary orthodox Jews still use the mikveh
and still practice menstrual taboos set forth in the religious texts men-
tioned. In contemporary Israel a small sect called the Samiratans strict]y'
adhere to the menstrual sexual codes derived from the ancient Hebrews.
Their prac;ices include public purification rites performed by a high
priest.59 And interestingly enough, according to the results of a fairly
recent study (1973) Catholic and Jewish females tend to be more anxious
than Protestants both premenstrually and during menstruation. In addition,
compared to Protestants, Catholics and Jews are more 1ikely to adhere to
the informal taboo on sex during menstruation.70 As far as I know, within
the Protestant religion there have been no restrictions on the religious
activities of-menstruating females, and no evaluation of the menstruant

or her blood as being religiously unclean.

This Anathema to God and the Sacred

No entrance for uncorrect dressed people.
No entrance for woman in menstruating period.7]
--Poster on Hindu temple in Bali,
1972
Because the menstruant has been considered religiously impure
and the menses associated with evil, throughout the world the menstruating
female has been considered especially defining to sacred places, objects,
and rituals. Thus, within the texts of the world's major religions and
in cultures far too numerous to mention, the menstruous female has been
prohibited from participating in sacred worship or ritual; frem entering

places of worship whether they be called churches, temples, mosques or
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sacred groves; and from touching sacred objects, whether they be masks,
religious texts, or magic f]utes;72 Noteworthy here is that, acconding
to Abel and Joffee, in the late 1940's a Jewish girl from an immigrant
Jewish family refused to carry the American flag in a New York public
school. It was finally determined that she refused because she was
menstruating and did not want to contaminate the symbol of her new country’3
In some cultures the husband of a menstruant has also been con-
sidered impure and, on this basis, has been forbidden to take part in
sacred ceremom’es.74 In many cultures direct and/or indirect contact with
a holy man, whether he be called shamin, rabbi or priest, is also to be
avoided while the female is menstruating lest she deplete magical efficacy
or bring about a state of spiritual dech‘ne.‘75
In many religious traditions the negative evaluation of men-
strual impurity is expressed, either directly or by imp1ication, in terms
of the offense, repugnance or wrath that the menstruant and her blood sup-
posedly arouse in the supreme diety. For example, among the Dogon of
Africa, the menstruant is considered offensive to the supreme diety,
Nummo, because, "Nummo desires clean blood not this foul flow."70 s 1
mentioned earlier, in Japanese religious texts the menstruant has been
described as "Tsuma" - offensive to the gods. Similarly, according to
Tran Dihn DQ, in rural and urban areas of Vietnam the menstruating female
must avoid worship lest the "badness" of her "unhallowed" blood offend
the ancestors.”’
In Buddhist Tibet and China the menstruous female is prohib-
jted from cooking lest she anger the hearth gods and spirits, which would
supposedly evoke family ruin.’®  And among the Niyyar and Tiyyar tribes

of central India the menstruous female was not allowed in the ancestral
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house or the sacred grove lest she offend the cobra diety, causing him
to vacate and/or .vent his wrath on the commum‘ty.79

Among a people as different from those just mentioned as the
Navaho Indians of North America, the menstruant was not permitted to par-
ticipate in the most important religious ceremonies since her impure
state would render her offerings offensive to the supreme diety.80 The
notion that the menstruant and her blood are offensive to, or disapproved
of by, the supreme diety is also implied in Jewish and Christian religious
thought. This will be clarified and elaborated in subsequent discussion.
Thus, it would seem reasonable to conclude that in many areas of the
world, God, in whatever guise he takes, does not seem to love the menstru-
ous female, except for a short time - at puberty.

The seriousness of the threat that menstrual contamination
poses to these various manifestations of God and the sacred in some areas
of the world is ref]ected in the severity of punishment or consequences
which result from violation of taboos involving this realm. For example,
according to Ford, the African Ashanti punished the female who entered
the house of sacred objects, which is in effect a male house, as most
houses of sacred objects are in preliterate cultures, with a violent form
of death.81 1n India, among the Tiyyar, it has been believed that if a
menstruant approached the temple of the ancestors she would be raped by
a hairy animal or struck dead.82 And, according to Esther Goody, the
Gonga of Africa believe that if a menstruant enters the hunting shrine
room, which involyves both offense to the sacred and is considered tanta-
mount to murdering her husband, the consequences for the menstruant are
excessiye bleeding which results in eventual death.83 1In the ancient

Catholic church the punishment for violation of taboos involving the sacred
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were mild in coﬁparison to those just described.. The Penitentials of
Archbishop Theodore of Canterbury, for instance, established three weeks'
fast as penance for a female who entered church or took communion while
menstruating.84

Within the magical-religious world view that I have been dis-
cussing, the inordinate fear of menstrual contamination can begin to be
understood if it is looked at in terms of a fundamental underlying be-
lief that this female-associated contamination is disruptive to the rela-
tionship with the forces of the sacred. That is, in most if not all cul-
tures in which the sacred and the secular have been inextricably inter-
woven, a state of religious purity or magical efficacy is extremely im-
portant - essential to maintaining the proper relationship with the forces
upon whom the well-being of the individual and the community depends.
Within this scheme of things menstrual pollution can pose a serious threat
in that it brings about a disruption to this relationship which potentially
leads to a loss of religious purity or magical efficacy (or vice versa),
and results in various kinds of misfortune, including the possibility of
death. Thus, in this regard, the menstruant is extremely dangerous and

menstrual blood is "bad" blood.
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CHAPTER III

THE MENSES: DANGER, DEATH
AND DEATH-RELATED PHENOMENA

The Basic Equation

The African Nuer are a people whose culture has been studied
extensively by a number of anthropo]ogists.1 In the following analysis
of the meaning attached to menstrual blood in the Neur belief system,
John Burton alludes to the categorization of the menstrual discharge as a
form of shed human biood and as a symbol of the unrealized potential for
life. He writes:

Menstrual blood may be viewed as the
potential for, but not as yet, consumated
creation of life. It is human blood that

is shed and would thus seem to fit the
category of other instances of shed human
blood, belonging to the below and the

place of the dead...It would thus be analogi-
cally sound to view menstrual blood as some-
thing aisociated with death or potential
danger.

When Burton states that in the Nuer belief system an associ-
ation between menstrual blood, death and potential danger is "analogically
sound" he is referring to the principles of sympathetic or contagious
magic discussed earlier. It is the analogical mode of thinking involved
in sympathetic magic which seems to form the cognitive substratus for the
symbolic connection between death, menstrual blood, or the menstruous fe-
male, and the destructive influence of menstrual mana.

Moreover, it is my contention that this magic by analogy can
explain a wide array of seemingly unrelated, bizarre or illogical beliefs
about the destructive influence of the menstruant or her blood. Based on

the Law of Contagion, and related aspects of the laws of sympathetic magic
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postulated by Frazer,3 the formulation of a menses-death equation can
serve as an explanatory construct which unifies and makes coherent many
seemingly unrelated beliefs in the dangers attributed to menstrual mana

by people of widely different race and cultural backgrounds. The equation

I am referring to is:

Menstruation
is like which is like
(identified with) shed blood (results in) death and death-

in killing or related phenomena,
(transmits) i.e., injury, wound-

injury - - ing, disease, bar-
wounding renness, decomposi-

tion or decay, or
death of anti-1ife influence.

potential

human being,

i.e., menstrual

abortion

temporary

barrenness

In constructing such an equation, I am suggesting that injury

and wounding can be considered part of the larger category, deéth, as can
barrenness, disease, and decomposition and decay. This will be clarrified
as the discussion continues. Using what is essentially a thematic (con-

text) mode of analysis, in the following discussion my intention will be

to show that: (1) the four inter-related, and often over-lapping, features

on the left side of this equation are operative in a wide range of cross-
culturally and historically pervasive beliefs about the dangerous and
harmful aspects of menstrual mana; and (2) the fear and negativity sur-
rounding the menses can be partially explained via an association with
death and the death-related phenomena Tlisted in the menses-death equation.

There are several assumptions on which this analysis rests.
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The first is that the interpretation of symbolic material, such as that
reflected in menstrual-related beliefs and customs, is a speculative art
and not a scientific endeavor. What I mean specifically is that since
symbols have a multiplicity of meaning,4’5 there are no 'definitive’
interpretations to be made. This will be apparent as discussion proceeds.
Symbols are in effect analogies. The second assumption, then, is that

in the magical-religious cultures whfch have created menstruous beliefs
and customs, there is an essential similarity in thought structure, i.e.,
associative, symbolic, analogical. Support for this assumption comes
from the work of theorists mentioned in the previous chapter'.s’7 Rodney
Needhem, who has made extensive studies of primitive modes of classifica-
tion writes, in relation to the similarity in 'primitive' thinking, "...
Forms of classification and modes of symbolic thought display very many

more similarities than do the societies in which they are found.“8

The Menses: Associations with Death and Injury

Throughout the world menstrual impurity and the impurity asso-
ciated with death have been regarded as equally polluting and dangerous.9
In a wide range of magical-religious cultures taboos and customs surround-
ing menstruation and those surrounding death have been similar.]o As
Burton indicates, among the Nuer one of the symbolic determinants of this
menses-death association is derived from a éategorization of menstrual
blood with shed human blood. This link between menstrual blood and the
blood of death is also found in other areas of the world. For instance,
in North American Indian cultures there is a striking similarity between
the menstrual taboos and taboos imposed on the warrior, the hunter and
the homocide - all shedders of blood, human or animal. Moreover, Lé;y-

Bruhl points out that this similarity is cross-culturally pervasive.]2
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Associations between menstruation and death are also suggested
by a number of similarities in customs and beliefs surrounding the menstu-
ant and shedders of blood. Among the African Ndembu, for instance, within
certain menstrual-related rituatls, which will be discussed in another con-
text in more detail, the dominant symbolic objects used are the same as
those used in ceremonies for the hunter's cult and murderers of kinsmen.!3
In certain Eskimo cultures the hands of murderers and the hands of menstru-
ating females supposedly emit a red aura which is associated with blood
and death.!® Moreover, in a culture as different from the Eskimos as the
ancient Greeks, menstrual blood was also conceived of in terms of an asso-
‘ciation with shed human blood. 1>

According to Homigman, among the Kaska Indians of Canada it
was customary for a girl returning from menstrual seclusion and a male re-
turning from war to plant a willow stick on a frozen lake.1® In this re-
gard, one could speculate that in both instances the placing of something
Tiving on something frozen symbolizes the transition from a death-associ-
ated state to one associated with 1ife. That is, for the girl temporary
barrenness has ended with the cessation of the menstrual flow; and for
the returning warrior the killing involved in war has ended. While this
is a highly speculative interpretation at this point, its plausibility
will be established as the discussion continues.

One of the most interesting illustrations of this menses-
death association is suggested by the Iriquois method used to determine
whether a female was menstruating, I assume when such a decision was ques-
tionable. Shimony reports:; "To test whether a woman is menstruating at
any particular time a small piece of iron wood may be placed.in bed with

her, and if she is indeed affected, the ironwood will bleed by morning
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and the pithy heart of the wood will be black and gggg."]7 (my underline)

In relation to this menses-death association, it is important
to take note that while there appears to be a definite 1ink between the
menses and death in terms of the similarity of the taboos and customs
just described, there is a significant difference between the taboos
placed on the menstruant and the hunter, warrior or homocide. The distinc-
tion I am suggesting involves a difference in process, i.e., how and why
these categories of individuals (menstruant and hunter/warrior/homocide)
become taboo.

Alice Schlegel postulates that the common denominator under-
lying restrictions placed on warriors, hunters and menstruating females
in most North American Indian cultures is a state of "spiritual tension."
Thus, she argues that menstrual taboos are a sub-category of the more
general category of taboo which applies to menstruant, hunter, warrior
and homocide. 18 However, because of the difference I am suggesting, this
‘just a taboo' explanation, in relation to menstrual taboos, is not quite
accurate. That is, while it is true that all these taboos involve states
of spiritual tension and danger, the warrior, the hunter and the homocide
are taboo, i.e., polluted, polluting, and dangerous because they do some-
thing. They take action on the environment. The menstruant, however, is
taboo, i.e., polluted, polluting, and dangerous, because something happens
to her. She takes no action. She is taboo because she is female. Her
pollution and the associated danger are biologically sex-1linked.

Looked at from this point of view, one might also consider
this 'doing' to be culturally sex-tinked, i.e., throughout the world be-
ing a warrior and a hunter are traditionally defined as male activities.

In this case, then, one might say that the taboo state of these individuals
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is associated with a culturally defined sex-distinction. However, the
homocide can be either male or female; and murder, 1ike hunting and war,
involves action on the environment. Thus menstrual taboos seems to in-
volve being while the taboos surrounding hunters, homocides and warriors
involve doing. |

I am pointing out this essential difference here, as I did
earlier in another context, to emphasize that menstrual pollution is fe-
male pollution. This tells us that: (1) females are 'natural' pollutants
and 'naturally' dangerous, simply by virtue of being physically female;
and (2) that males, in many instances, become polluted, polluting and
dangerous, not because they are categorically male, but because they gg'
or take action. Much more will be said about this in subsequent discus-
sion.
Among people widely separate, in both time and geographical Vawpen &
area, menstruation has also been identified with wounding and/or injury.
This wounding-injury theme in connection with the menses is apparent in
the thinking of primitive people, among whom it has commonly been believed
that the onset of the menses at puberty is caused by the bite of a lizard,
snake or bird.19

In the modern-day world the adolescent girl's respbnse to
the first menstrual flow is often one of fear based on the belief that
this genital bleeding means injury.20 The notion of injury in associa-
tion with menstruation is also reflected in several of the many Eﬁglish
language euphemisms for the menses, i.e., "falling off the roof" and "to
be hit."Z] Similarly, according to Mead, among the Manus of New Guinea,
the work for menstruation is ""kekanbwot" which translated means "bfoken

1eg."22 Moreover, in modern as well as in primitive man, the perception
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of the female's genital as a wound is probably influenced not only by.

its physical characteristics, but also by menstrual b]eeding.23 This
injury and wounding theme is obviously related to the loss of blood

which menstruating entails. Moreover, in terms of the association between
menstruation and death-related phenomenon, if death is conceived of as an
advanced stage of wounding or injury, then both forms of physical damage
associated with the menses can be categorized as aspects of death. Stated
another way, if Tife and death were placed on a continuum, then being in-~
jured or having a disease would be closer to the death side than the life
side because injury presents the potential for death.

Blood of Injury, Disease and ‘Death:
Menstrual Harm to Males

A man and his wife Tived in a certain vil-
lage. One day she went to the menstrual hut
...Her husband was curious. Turning into a
red parakeet he flew up to a tall flowering
tree near the menstrual hut and perched there
eating flowers. His wife came out of the hut
and spoke to him, "Oh my man there you are
eating...flowers. Where is my man?" As she
looked at him, the bird fell dead to the
ground and lay dead at her feet in the shape
of man.

--Ronald- Berndt

Widespread themes of injury and death in association with the
influence of the menses are operative mainly in beliefs about the dangers
of menstrual mana to males. Worldwide it has been believed that for males
menstrual contamination leads to various kinds of disease, injury, physi-
cal debilitation or even death. Within this physical harm cluster of be-
1iefs there are a number of dominant motifs found among people whose
cultural backgrounds differ radically. One of these danger motifs s
that direct and/or indirect contact with a menstruant or menstrual blood

before war or the hunt will result in wounding or death.2% Another set
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of menstrual-related beliefs, mentioned earlier, involves transmission of
menstrual-like symptoms to the males, such as cramps, bloody diarrhea, or
other kinds of bleeding, i.e., nose bleeds, bleeding ulcers, vomiting of

26,27 In some cultures it has also been

blood, or passing blood in urine.
believed that menstrual contamination causes TB or 1eprosy28(both of which
involve some form of bleeding), or that it leads to unspecified diseases
which are often described as fatal and wasting.29 For instance, among
the Mae Enga of New Guinea, contact with the menstrual discharge supposedly
leads to persistent vomiting, makes the blood black, corrupts the vital
juices, darkens the skin, permanently dulls the wits and eventually leads
to a sTow decline and death.303!

Beliefs that menstrual contamination leads to either paraly-
sis or blindness are scattered throughout a wide range of cultures. For
instance, in some areas of the world the glance of a menstruant supposedly

32 In others, contamination via a

turns a male to stone or into a tree.
look renders the male totally paralyzed or affects only his legs.33 Ac-~
cording to Wallis and Wallis, the Micmac Indian male who believes he has
been menstrually contaminated "takes a step, imagines he's helpless and
remains in bed."3%

Blum and Blum report that in contemporary rural Greece (1971)
the belief that menstrual contamination leads to blindness has persisted,
as is indicated by the following story told by one of the inhabitants of
the Greek town of Dofaxis: "My son went swimming at the sea one day when
there were many people there. There must have been unclean [henstruatinél
women swimming in the sea because he came home with a sore eye.35 In

relation to this belief Blum and Blum comment, "They connect menstrual

blood and a sore eye with the idea that seeing it [%he menstrual
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dischargé] would blind the organ with its destructive force."36 And in
this same context, one of the respondents to Weidiger's menstrual ques-
tionnaire writes, "My grandmother told me that her mother told hef that
if a man saw a woman's menstrual flow he would go b]ind."37
The description of the Micmac Indian male who imagines he is

paralyzed by menstrual contamination and remains in bed suggests that in
primitive cultures a type of secondary gains phenomenon might be associ-
ated with the harmful influence of menstrual mana. Moreover, menstrual
contamination seems to receive the blame for many physical diseases in a
kind of catch-all fashion. What I mean by blame is that in revfewing
ethnographic sources containing information about menstrual danger to
males, one gets the impression that in many cultures when something goes
wrong for a male, it is easily and readily blamed on either direct (physi-
cal) or indirect contact with a menstruant or the menstrual discharge.
The following account given by a Nyakusa (African) male illustrates the
kind of menstrual blaming I am referring to.

If I have always been alright and strong and

I find that I get tired walking and hoeing,

I think: "What is it? See, always I was

alright and now I am very tired." My friends

say: "It is a woman you have lain with, one

who was menstruating."3

This blaming phenomenon also seems to be suggested by the

wide range of diseases attributed to either direct or indirect contact
with a menstruant or menstrual blood. In reality, for the male, there is
a slight risk that intercourse with a menstruant can lead to non-specific
urethritis (an infection of the urinary tract).39 Thus some of the physi-

cal symptoms of disease attributed to intercourse with a menstruant seem

to be reality-based. On the other hand, attributing such maladies as
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ulcers, cramps, bleeding piles, and paralysis to menstrual contamination,
as well as such diseases as leprosy and tuberculosis to cpntact with men-
strual mana, has no basis in medical fact. What is suggested here, for
the most part, is that fear and magic, but not real physical danger, form
the basis for the beliefs in menstrual harm to males.

The last death-related influence of menstrual mana on males
is poisoning, generally attributed to eating menstfua]ly contaminated
food. This belief seems to be the most widespread in various regions of

40 Menstrual taboos on cooking and

serving food to males, however, are found world—wideﬂl In this regard

Africa, Melanesia and North America.

Laura Makarius writes, "the fear of poisoning by a woman due to contact
with female blood...is universal and is at the basis of food taboos."*?
Among certain tribes in New Guinea small boys are instructed
to avoid their mothers during the menses. They are told that their
(mothers') bodies are smeared with poison (feces) at that time and to eat
menstrually contaminated food would result in instant death. Strathern
reports that the children probably associate menstruation with poisonous
things long before they are aware of the female's physiological condi-
tion.43 Moreover in the cultures in which menstrual blood is regarded as
poison, a distinction is made between regular poison and menstrual poison,
in that menstrual poison affects males only. Strathern notes in this re-
gard that after age three, boys in Mt. Hagen New Guinea are no longer
allowed to accompany their mothers in menstrual seclusion (i.e., huts).44
Apparently, at three the boy begins to be defined as male, which makes
him vulnerable to menstrual (female) poison. '

Since in most cultures mentrual poison supposedly affects on-

1y males, menstrual blood apparently has within itself an intelligence
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which can distinguish between the human sexes. In a similar vein, I
might add, menstrual blood can also make the distinction between male
and female horses, as well as plants and animals tended by males and

those tended by fema]es.45

In certain areas of New Guinea, for instance,
where crops and animals are designated as male or female, depending on
symbolic meaning and status in the culture's value system, the menstruous
female has been considered deleterious or harmful to male-tended crops
and animals, but not to female-associated crops and am'ma'ls.46

It has been pointed out in a number of different contexts
that menstrual blood is not just ordinary blood; that the fear of this
blood does not fit into the general category of blood-fear, referred to
by some theorists as "blood horror. "4 Throughout the world the menstrual
discharge has had a special significance. In relation to the fear of men-
strual blood as opposed to the fear of other kinds of blood, Simone de
Beauvoir comments, “"Certainly there is more here than a reaction to blood
in general....Menstrual blood is peculiar, it represents the essence of
femininity."48 And as is obvious by now, this essence of femininity has
been considered especially dangerous to males. Much more will be said
about the relationship between menstrual blood and masculine fear in a
number of other contexts.

In summary, we have seen that the mimetic effects of sympa-
thetic magic are clearly operative in beliefs in which menstrual-1ike
symptoms and various kinds of injury and bleeding are transmitted to
males. In the general sense, a death-related influence is also reflected
in the beliefs that direct and/or indirect contact with a menstruating

female or menstrual blood will lead to paralysis, blindness, wasting di-

seases, poisoning, etc. That is, being menstrually contaminated results



60

in either death, disease or physical debilitation. However, the one-to-
one parallel operative in the bleeding-leads-to-bleeding type beliefs is
obviously lacking.

In the preceeding chapter the influence of menstrual contam-
ination on the sphere of the sacred was discussed in relation to loss of
magical efficacy and/or religious purity. In the exp]anatofy framework
being presented here, i.e., menses-death association, this kind of loss
can also be understood in terms of a connection with death. That is, in
many cultures in which the secular and the sacred have been inseparable,
menstrual pollution has been considered either offensive or anger-pro-
voking to the supreme dieties. Thus for the male, being menstrually
contaminated leads to spiritual decline and a disruption of the relation-
ship with the forces of the sacred. This potentially involves not only
loss of spiritual purity or magical efficacy, but also implies potential
death. That 1is, such contamination presents the possibility of 1oss.of
prosperity, well-being and in some cultures, ultimately, the vital force
or power that keeps one alive.

Moreover, it will be apparent later that the destructive,
death-related influence of ‘the menstruant, particularly in connection with
Eve and other female figures who appear in myths throughout the world,
suggests that notions of death, evil and spiritual downfall or decline

are interrelated.

Menstrual Abortion and Menstrual Barrenness

Each month all things are made ready
for a child and then aborted in the
crimson flow.49

--Simone de Beauvoir

As Simone de Beauvoir's comment suggests, menstruating is
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Tike a natural abortion. However, the meaning of this abortive process
in primitive thought is far-reaching in terms of a symbolic 1ink between
menstruation, death and the fear of menstrual mana. ‘In order to under-
stand this network of associations and influences, 'primitive' ideas
about the part that menstrual flow has in forming the foetus must be
explained.

For people who have lacked exact knowledge of the physiologi-
cal basis for the relationship between pregnancy and menstruation, it has
commoniy been believed that the foetus is formed -from the accumulation

of the missed periods during the pregnancy.50

In this regard, for in-
stance, Ford notes that in eight societies in the cross-cultural sample
he studied, the period just before menstruation has been considered the
most favorable for conception. He is of the opinion that the selection
of this particular time is based on the belief that menstrual blood plays
a functional part in the formation of a new human being.51 Moreover,
erich Neumann points out that in the ancient world the view prevailed
that the embryo developed from the accumulation of menstrual blood.52
Thus, given the supposition that the menstrual discharge ac-
tually forms the foetus, and the blood ought to have become a child, then
the discharge itself is an undeveloped or potential human being. As Léby-
Bruh1 points out, in primitive thought the menstrual discharge represents
or, in fact, is the death of an undeveloped human being and is treated as
such.®3 In this regard he and otheés have reported that in many primitive
cultures beliefs in the harmfulness of menstrual blood are similar to
those surrounding miscarriages, prematurely born foetuses, still-born

infants and infants who die shortly after childbirth.54,55

In a recent essay on Hebrew notions of Tum'ah (religious
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impurity) and Toharah (purity), Rachael Adler comments that in Hebrew
thought the menstrual flow signifies death, because "The menstrual blood
which inside the womb was a potential nutrient is a token of dying when

it is shed."9®

This notion is similar to the Nuer view that menstrual
blood represents thé unfulfilled potential for life, which is in effect

a form of death.57 Moreover, what is also indicated here is the dual as-
pect of menstrual blood. In cultures throughout the world the blood of
menstruation represents 1ife in that it has been believed to either form
or feed the foetus. Yet, ultimately, it represents death because it sig-
nifies the unconsumated potential for life. To a certain extent, this
explains why the impurity of the menses has been regarded as similar to
the impurity of déath.

In African tribal cultures menstrual impurity and the 'bad-
ness' or evil of the menstrual discharge have been associated with the
temporary barrenness that menstruating represents, as is indicated by
Germain Dieterlan's comment about the Bambara of West Africa. He writes:

In this part of Africa, as in may others,

menses are conceived of as a necessary flow

of empty blood, impure because it has not

contributed to the formation of the foetus,

the embryo of which every woman carries within

...This blood is considered evil.
Thus Tike menstrual abortion, menstrual barrenness can also be considered
a symbolic representation of death in that menstruating signifies non-fer-

1.59 In association with

tility or the absence of procreative potentia
menstrual abortion and barrenness, the harmful effects and dangers of
menstrual mana can be explained in terms of a sympathetic transmission of
an anti-life influence to various aspects of the human and non-human en-

vironment, as will be apparent in the following discussion.60



63

The Anti-Life Influence of the Menses
on the Sources of Life

The anti-T1ife influence of the menses appears to be based on
the fundamental notion that either the menstruant or menstrual blood are
capable of draining the vital force from, or destroying the 1ife energy
of, things that are alive and growing. This idea is inherent in the
Dogon belief that the footsteps of a menstruant, "will drain all of the
life away from the places where she is forbidden to walk.“G] In the
Australian Highlands of New Guinea, the destruction of vital force asso-
ciated with the menses is expressed in the belief that if a menstruating
female tends certain plants or animals (those belonging to males) they
will "lose their condition."62 And similarly, in various North American
Indian tribes the presence of a menstruant has been believed to “"weaken"

63 In Greek mythology, the anti-1ife influence of the menses

vegetables.
is reflected in the belief that the blood of a menstruant will make the
earth barren.®% And in the folklore of Southern Blacks, this same idea
is expressed in the belief that if a menstruant steps over a melon vine
it will "bear no frujt."6d

What these belijefs suggest is that, based on the principle of
1ike produces 1ike, a process of sympathetic transmission occurs, and
the temporary barrenness or sterility of the menstruant is conveyed to
the earth or the vine, i.e., as a result of being menstruallly contamin-
ated they are no longer sources of sustenance or "life." This notion
of contagious barrenness in connection with the menses is also reflected
in certain dietary restrictions imposed on the menstruant in various areas

of the world. For instance, the Gisu Bantu prohibit the menstruating

female from eating chicken eggs,56 and in Australia (Torres Straits) the
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the menstruant has not been permitted turtle eggs when turties are breed-
ing.67 The ratjona]e for these restrictions is that if the menstruant

ate these eggs the animals would become barren, non-food producing. More-
over, as we shall see, the anti-1ife influence of menstrual mana operative
in these beliefs is also reflected in a cluster of other beliefs about

the destructive influence of the menstruant or her blood on the source of
life or the processes of growth. In relation to the latter, I am suggest-
ing that just as death and injury can be categorized as aspects of death,
so can growth be considered an inseparable part of the larger category,
life. Thus the anti-1ife influence of the menses is synonymous with an
-anti-growth aspect.

Water, potential food and food are obviously essential sources
of 1ffe, and more indirectly, so are fire and sun. In cultures far too
numerous to mention menstrual blood or the menstruous female has been
believed to transmit a harmful influence to all of these. As indicated
in Chapter II, in certain areas of the world fire has been considered
sacred, and the menstruant has been prohibited from cooking or approach-
ing the fire, lest she offend the hearth or cooking spirits. Thus, in
many cultures these fire-menstrual taboos actually involve contamination
of the sacred. In the current context, however, I am suggesting that
fire, stoves, and hearths be considered sources of life, for the obvious
reasons that they cook food and provide warmth. Moreover, in Buddhist
China and Tibet, there is a direct connecting 1ink between the sacredness
of the hearth and the sources of life.

That is, in China and Tibet, it has been customary to hang
animal hair (Dar bang) at the rear of the stove or the hearth. This hair

is a central cultural-religious symbol which represents "the power to
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grow...to multiply, to increase, expand....It bestows fertility on men

and beasts.“68 Thus in this particular religious belief system the

sacredness of the hearth is associated, via the Dar bang symbol, with

the power for increase and Tife. The fact that such a symbol would be

placed on the hearth makes good sense within the analogical mode of

thinking being discussed here; that is, a symbol representing increase,

the power to grow and expand, etc., would logically be placed in the

area where food is prepared (nourishment, sustenance, 1ife). Thus within

this symbolic nexus the menstruant and menstrual blood which I have con-

ceptualized as transmitting an anti-1ife influence would basically be

considered contaminating to this double-symbol of 1ife (hearth-Dar bang).
While I do not know if this sacred-1ife association is found

in other cultures, based on a cross-culturally pervasive symbolic or asso-

ciative mode of thinking the possibility that such an association would

be present in cultures other than those described here is not far-fetched.

This is supported by Dieterlan's statement that among the African Bambara,

"Menstrual blood, testimony to...the temporary sterility of women is the

principle taboo of the supernatural powers that create and protect 1ife."69
The sun is another symbol which has been invested with mu]tib]e

70 and Frazer’! point out that throughout the world, in

meanings. Crawley
myth and legend, the sun has been viewed as a male figure who impregnates
females.’2 Thus wide-spread taboos which prohibit the menstruating fe-
male contact with the sun, especially at puberty, might be understood in
terms of a symbolic association with the pervasive menstrual sex taboo
which forbids sexual intercourse with human males. In the present explan-

atory context, however, I am suggesting that the sun. like the earth, is

a symbol of a source of life, in that it is essential for the growth of
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vegetation; and that taboos which forbid the menstruant contact with the
sun might in pért be based on the belief that her harmful anti-life in-
fluence will be destructive to an important source of life. In this
regard, Crawfurd discusses the custom of suspending the newly menstruating
girl in an enclosed hammok (which in effect keeps her from touching earth
or seeing sky) in terms of menstrual pollution "poiSoning“ sun and earth,

"...the two great source of 1ife."73

There is also some suggestion that
in North American Indian cultures the rationale for the menstruating girl
wearing a hood that covers her entire face and shoulders is that she will
not pollute the sky.74 The belief that the menstruant pollutes the heav-
ens is also found in Siberian folklore.’®

In relation to water as a source of life and the destructive
influence of menstrual contamination, in certain areas of Africa, Austral-
ia and North America it has been believed that the presence of a menstru-
ant will either dry or drain, or ruin (by making boil), natural soufces
of water, i.e., streams, wells, rivers, etc.’® If the water sources are
used for bathing and drinking, then the formal taboos which prohibit the
female from bathing during her menstrual period can be accounted for in
terms of hygienic or aesthetic factors.

The draining away or drying of sources of water in associa-
tion with the presence of a menstruant, however, can obviously not be
explained in this way. In the explanatory framework being proposed here,
this drying up or draining can be understood in terms of the menstruant's
anti-1ife influence. That is, by a process of magical contagion, and in
a way which is parallel to the transmission of menstrual barrenness to

the earth and vegetation, the menstruant destroys or depletes one of the

elements which sustain life, in this case water.
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In relation to food as a major souce of life, in cultures
far too numerous to mention the menstruant and menstrual blood have been
considered harmful to food or the food supply, whether fish, animal or
vegetable. World-wide menstrual restrictions on planting and tending
crops typically involve the fear that the menstruant will transmit an
anti-1ife influence which will lead to a diminished food supp]y.77 Men-
strual restrictions surrounding the tending of domestic animals reflect -
the same fear.78 Similarly, in many hunting and fishing societies, men-
strual dietary restrictions (prohibitions on eating fish or fresh game
meat) seem to be based on the belief that if a menstruant eats fish or
game, the fishing or hunting will go poorly, which will lead to a scarce
catch, i.e., a diminished food supp1y.79’80 Moreover, the belief that
the influence of the menstruant or her blood leads to a diminished food
supply suggests a secondary death-related influence in association with

the menses, i.e., the possibility of death via starvation.

Menstrual Anti-Life: Sympathetic Connections

As indicated, the underlying basis for menstrual planting
and tending taboos is the belief that vegetation will not grow - will not,
in effect, reach maturity. UWith reference to the anti-life influence of
menstrual mana, and the principle of like produces 1like, these beliefs
can be understood in terms of a-mimetic effect - the interruption of foe-
tal growth (potential human being) or the "dead food" that menstruating
symbolizes is transmitted to plant life, which résu]ts in a similar "dead-
ness," interference with, or abortion of, the growth process. Moreover,
other cross-culturally and historically pervasive menstrual beliefs such

as: (1) the presence of a menstruant will cause miscarriage or abortion
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in pregnant females or animals,81 (2) menstrual blood worn on an amulet
will prevent conception,82 and (3) drinking of the menstrual discharge

will induce abortion,s3

also reflect the principle of like produces like,
and suggest that the abortive process associated with menstruating is
transmitted and mimed by 1living things in the environment in the ways
Jjust described. In terms of the last belief mentioned, i.e., menstrual
blood induces abortion, Crawfurd reports that in the early twentieth
century (1915), menstrual fluid was still one of the ingredients used in.
medicines to induce abprtion.84’85
Moreover, in this analogical mode, the principles of contagi-
ous magic also seem to provide the connective 1inks between the menstru-
al interruption of foetal growth and disruption in the g}owth of young
1ife, whether that 1ife and growth be human, vegetable or even animal.
This is suggested by the following menstrual-related clusters of beliefs.
(1) In cultures scattered throughout the world one finds the belief that
the menstruant is harful to infants or young children.8® This harm con-
sists of transmitting sickness or injury, the implication of the Tlatter
being the stunting of growth. Interestingly enough, in a report on a
series of lectures given to junior high school and high school age girls
on mentrual health in 1953 and 1963, the author notes that a junior high
school girl reported the following: "My mother said I couldn't look
after my baby brother when I'm menstruating because it would make him
sick."87 (2) Within the cluster of beliefs surrounding the deleterious
influences of the menstruant on vegetation one finds an explicit belief
that menstrual mana is most vitiating to young plants and the new growth

of vegetation, i.e., young shoots, leaves, blooms, etc. For instance,

in certain areas of the Highlands of New Guinea it has been believed
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that in the presence of a menstruant "young plants will wither and d1’e."88
In Pliny's encyclopedia, and within folkloric beliefs scattered through- |
out Europe one also finds the notion that the menstruant is especially
destructive to new growth_.89 Moreover, the idea that menstrual blood

will damage seeds, and the analogical similarity between seed and embryo,
again suggests that interruption in formation of the embryo is sympathetic-
ally transmitted to the environment via contagious magic.

What has been suggested here, in essence, is that there is a
sympathetic Tink between menstrﬁa1 disruption in foetal growth and the
growth and development of young 1ife. This is nicely illustrated in the
belief, found among the Landino Indians of Guatemala, that a menstruating
girl must not "...look directly at infants, turkey chickens, or sprouting
beans Test these sicken and die."90

Moreover, in relation to the menstruant's destructive influ-
ence on life-related substances or events (represented by food, the
growth of vegetation, children, pregnancy, etc.), one could speculate,
drawing on a Jungian analysis of symbols, that there is also a connecting
1ink between two seemingly unrelated beliefs in menstrual harm. One of
these involves harm to babies, and the other involves harm to bees. In
terms qf the former, I am referring to the menstruant's influence on in-
fants which involves a type of harm slightly different from the harm to
infants and children just described. That is, in various areas of the
world one finds the notion that the menstruous female either sours,
poisons or contaminates milk - her own if she is a nursing mother, or
that of a dairy anima1.91 In terms of the female's own milk, which is of
primary concern here, in European folklore it was commonly believed that

this menstrual spoiling of mother's milk resulted in convulsions or the
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death of infants. Carol Rosenberg, who reports this belief, is of the
opinion that it reflects the general fear of menstrual blood which was
widespread in premodern European cultures.92

In relation to menstrual-related harm to bees, in Pliny's

Natural History (62-91 A.D.), an encyclopedia of Greek and Roman customs,

one finds it recorded that in the presence of a menstruant "Bees will
forsake their hives...for they have a special aversion to a menstruating
woman...a glance of her eyes being sufficient to kill a swarm of bees .93
In this regard, Erich Neumann cites Bachofen's commentary on the symbolic
meaning of the bee in Greek and Roman myth. Bachofen makes the observa-

tion that:

The bee was rightly looked upon as a symbol

of the feminine potency of nature. It was
associated with Demeter, Artemis, and Per-
sephone. Here it symbolized the earth, its
motherliness, its never-resting, artfully
formative busy-ness...Its relationship with

all physically conceived motherhood was ex-
pressed in a custom recorded by Heraclides...%4

In this same context Bachofen adds,

The bees express their motherhood also as
nurses and feed the newborn infant Zeus with
honey. The purest product of organic nature
in which animal and vegetable production seem
so intimately intertwined is also the purest
food for mothers...Honey and milk belong to
motherhood. . .95

In this same context Neumann notes that the Roman fertility
vegetation goddess Spes, a figure symbolizing the "good mother aspect"
of the feminine archetype, is typically depicted in Roman art with a bee-~
hive by her side, and holding sheaves of wheat.96 Moreover, Kerenyi
points out that bees have been symbolically associated with Mary, another
female figure who represents the good mother aspect of the feminine arche-

type.97
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What I am suggesting here is that menstrual harm to bees (re-
presenting milk, honey, food, sustenance of 1ife) is related to menstrual
spoiling of mother's milk and the harm to infants which this spoiling
supposedly causes; and that the anti-life influence of the menstruant can
be understood as being harmful to two inter-connected aspects of life -
the potential for motherhood or creation of life which pregnancy repre-
sents and the nourishing and sustaining aspects of motherhood which milk
and honey represent. Menstrual harm to the sustenance and creation of
Tife will be considered again later in the context of a discussion of the
negative feminine archetype and the relationship that the menstruous fe-
male has to mythological figures who symbolize this aspect of femininity.
However, at this point the final death~related aspects of the menses -

spoiling, decomposition and decay - will be considered.

The Menses: Spoiling, Decomposition and Decay

...menstrual blood is supposed to act

especially on organic substances, half-

way between 1ife, souring cream, spoiling

meat, causing fermentation, decomposition.g8

--Simone de Beauvoir
The idea that the presence of a menstruantspoils meat is

scattered throughout late nineteenth century Europe. For instance, in
a British Medical Journal in 1878 it was stated, "...it is an undoubted
fact that meat spoils when touched by a menstruating woman."99  And dur-

ing the time that Frazer was writing the Golden Bough (early twentieth

century), in certain rural areas of Europe it was believed that if a
menstruous female assisted in the slaying of a pig the meat would putriﬁyJOO
Similarly, according to Harold Driver when a female was menstruating cer-
tain Indian tribes 1iving in Northwestern California brought meat into

their dwellings by removing a wall board to avoid poisoning of meat by
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menstrual contamination. 101

This particular menstrual influence is reflected not only in
beliefs about spoiling meat (and souring milk), but also in cross-cultur-
ally and historically pervasive beliefs about the effects of the menstru-
ant on the fermentation process. For instance, according to an ancient
Roman belief (Pliny), the presence or touch of a menstruant turﬁs new
wine into v1'negar'.]02 On the basis of this same belief, some 1900 or so
years later, females were prohibited from working in European wineries
while menstruating.]03 (The menstruant has also been prohibited from
working in canning factories, sugar refineries and perfumeries.)w4 Within
the folklore of the rural south one finds the belief that in the presence
of a menstruating female "...the mother of vinegar is killed."105 More-
over, not only does the menstruating female supposedly murder the mggﬂgg
of vinegar (my underline), Southern folklore has it that she also "makes
pickles soft!"]o6
In many areas of the world, including our own rural American
cultures, it has been believed that if a female bakes while menstruating,
dough and/or cakes won't rise. In this regard a host of folkloric "spoil-
ing" beliefs associated with the menses are found scattered throughout
Europe and the United States, i.e., tomato paste will be ruined, puddings
won't jell, mayonnaise won't thicken, and where cheese is being made the

107

milk will not clot, or milk cannot be turned into butter. In terms

of the latter, Crawfurd, in 1915, made the observation that:

Many a faymer's wife in this country
England) will assure you that milk
handled by a menstruous woman cannot be
churned into butter...That she has demon-
strated the contrary in a series of ex-
periments, month by month, year in and
year out has 18£t unshaken the pillars
of her faith.



73

In relation to the decomposition that the menstruant supposed-
ly transmits to the inorganic environment, one finds, recorded first in

Pliny's Natural History, and then later in time scattered througout Europe,

the beliefs that the touch or the presence of a menstruant will tarnish
mirrors, take the polish from ivory, change the color of dyes, corrode

copper and decompose iron, etc:."09

Sympathetic Analogies

Within the analogical mode of thinking being considered here,
one could speculate that the words which were underlined in discussing
European and American folkloric beliefs about menstrual-related lack of
clotting, thickening or jelling of foods reflects the sympathetic trans-
mission of the menstrual flow itself, i.e., lack of clotting or thicken-
ing necessary for development of a foetus. Or put another way, these
non-clotting, non-jelling beliefs suggest the notion of things not "tak-
ing," adhering, sticking, analogically similar to the foetus that doesn't
coalesce or "stick" to the womb. In addition, one could also speculate
that there is an associative connection between the non-pregnant, i.e.,
non-swollen, state that menstruation signifies and the folkloric beliefs
that in the presence of a menstruant, cake and dough“wi11 not rise, i.e.,
swell. Al1 these menstrual spoiling beliefs seem to be related to the
harmful influence that the menstruant or her blood have on the creation
or potential for life discussed earlier in relation to sympathetic trans-
mission of menstrual anti-life, i.e., menstrual abortion. As we have
seen, in folkloric belijefs the menstruous female and menstrual blood
have also been associated with putrification, decay and decomposition,
all by-products of death or symbols of what death itself is. These par-

ticular death-related effects of menstrual mana have been believed to be
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sympathetically conveyed to the environment in the ways just described.

To sum up, in the preceeding discussion it has been estab-
lished that the harm and destruction associated with menstrual mana and
the "badness" of menstrual blood can be :partially attributed to a
symbolic association of menstrual blood with a death or an anti-1life iﬁ-
fluence; and that via a process of magical contagion this anti-life influ-
ence is transmitted to the environment. It has also been suggested that
via a series of sympathetiq connections menstrual mana has been consid-
ered especially harmful to (1) males, to (2) what I have called essenti-
al sources of life, represented by food, potential food and other substan-
ces symbolizing nourishment, growth and maintenance of life, and to (3)
events or processes associated with the creation or growth of 1life, i.e.,
conception, pregnancy, the processes of growth and development in 1iving
beings, or things. However, people do not live by symbols alone, and
in this regard, a number of theorists have argued that there might be a
reality base for certain kinds of menstrual superstitions and taboos, a

point of view which will be considered next.

Menotoxin and Mitogenetic Rays

In a review of a group of studies conducted mainly in the
1920s and 30s, in which the physio]oéica] basis for the origins of cer-
tain menstrual superstitions and taboos were investigated, Ashley Montagu
suggests that it is highly probable that underlying certain menstruation
beliefs and customs there is a "foundation in fact." According to
Montagu, this foundation of “fact is built on the results of the studies
he reviews, which in his opinion, satisfactorily demonstrate that the
pharmacological properties of menstrual blood or the saliva or perspira-

tion of menstruating females are chemically toxic and thus have a noxious
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effect on (1) plant 1ife (including the bacteria involved in the fermen-
tation process and/or (2) animal tissue (decay of animal flesh or physical
debilitation of experimental animals). Moreover, he also suggests, (3)
that the chemical constituents of the perspiration of menstruating fe-
males have a deleterious influence on nbn-organic materials, i.e., cor-
rosion of metals.!10

In this regard Montagu contends that without the benefit of
the scientific knowledge revealed by these studies people in the past,
and in primitive cultures, have accurately observed the deleterious influ-
ence of the menstruant and her blood on the environment. Thus, in his
opinion, this is another "foundation in fact" which forms the reality
basis for certain menstrual supersti'a‘ons.]rI

In a similar vein, based on the studies reviewed by Montagu,
Allan Coult postulates that recognition of menstrual harm involves a pro-
cess of "unconscious inference" drawn from observation of "empirical regu-
larities."112 Thus both Coult and Montagu are suggesting, in effect, that
the rational basis for certain menstruation-related taboos and beliefs
involves an intuitive awareness or recognition of the process of bacterial
transmission--a process, I might add, which was not fully understood by
Western scientists until the late nineteenth century.]13 Nevertheless,
assuming that the process of bacterial transmission was actually intui-
tively Fecognized, the question is--are there pharmacological properties
in the blood, saliva or perspiration of a menstruating female which are
actually deleterious to certain kinds of organic and non-organic matter?

In Montagu's review of the menotoxin literature (the scien-
tific name given to menstrual poison by David Macht)”4 one finds that

for every study in which positive results are reported, there are several



76

replications in which the findings are negative. For instance, B.W.
Michin demonstrated that the toxic chemical properties of the menstrual
discharge inhibited the geotropic properties of lupine see]dings.”5 W.
Freeman and J.M. Looney,”6 however, did not obtain this effect, nor did
E. Meyran and R. Nothass. The latter investigators concliuded that any

kind of blood serum has an inhibitory effect on lupine seedh‘ngs.”7’”8

Clellan Ford considered this biologically based theory as an
explanation for the institution and enforcement of menstrual vegetation
taboos in preliterate cultures. However, based on the results of his
survey of menstrual taboos, he concluded that this explanation was limited
because certain societies in which the food supply was derived primarily
from agriculture did not enforce menstrual vegetation taboos.Hg The
issue here is if there is inherent knowledge of bacterial transmission,
then why are some people, particularly égriculturalists, less aware of
this process than others?

Based on a series of studies, D. Macht (1924-1936)]20,and
0.W. and G.V. Smith (1945-1947)12] claimed that the injection of menstru-
al serum into rats either resulted in a debilitating effect on thé growth
of nerves and muscles, increased error scores in maze performance, or
produced other noxious effects including paralysis and death. However,
in 1953, Bernard Zondek replicated Smith and Smith's studies under sterile
laboratory conditions (when the menstrual extract itself was not contam—
inated by experimental apparatus), and no such results were obtained.
Zondek concluded, 1ike most 6ther investigators who failed to replicate
the results of these menotoxin studies, that menstrual blood is no more
toxic than any other tissue extract. 122 Thus, significant relationships,

when they are reported, are most 1likely spurious.’
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In discussing the ancient belief (P1iny) that the menstrual
discharge corrodes metals, Montagu cites an article, in which he claims
that the author (H.L. Byrnes) states, "...the perspiration of menstruat-
ing women in certain industries is well known my underline to stimulate
corrosion of the metals involved."123 A further check on this particular
articie, however, indicates that Byrnes' observation; i.e, the chemical
components of the menstruant's perspiration might be responsible for
corroding metals, is tentative and not as conclusive as Montagu suggests.
What Byrnes actually states is, "These conclusions while I have not yet
had the opportunity of actually proving them...are believed to be well
founded." Moreover, she then dgoes on to request readers of the journal
to "...send information and advice relative to confirming or discrediting
our theor:y....."]24 In 1927, Ernest Crawley commented that it has not been
long since the medical world had given up the idea that menstrual blood
was deleterious or toxic.12 Apparently in 1957 Ashley Montagu still
hadn't given up the idea; and in 1963 Allan Coult was still trying. As
Simone de Beauvoir remarked, in relation to pervasive menstrual spoiling
beliefs, "A few vague factual reports may offer some slight support for
such beliefs; but it is obvious from their importance...that they must
have had superstitious or mystical [Eymbo]iél origins."126

In relation to the toxic properties of the menstrual discharge
Amram Schienfield states:

Another misconception and a very dangerous
one is that the menstrual flow is extremely
dangerous. It is no more toxic than any
other discharge from the body containing
broken down or cast off tissue. According
to hemotologists menstrual blood can be

safely handled without risk_of bacterial
infection, even with a cut.127
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Thus this would seem to put to rest Ford's speculation that the origins

of menstrual taboos in preliterate cultures might have been based on a
recognition that the menstrual discharge is infectious to open wounds -
but only male wounds since, according to Ford, females might have a
natural immunity to the infectious bacteria of menstrual b'lood!]28 While
Ford did state, in relation to this speculation, that the medical evidence
was not 'in,' the idea that females would be immune to infection by their
oWn menstual blood smacks of sympathetic magic and not scientific fact.

As noted earlier, theré is a possibility that for males inter-
course with a menstruant mightAresult in nonspecific urethritis. However,
if anyone is prone to infection during menstruation, it is the female her-
self. The alkaline-acid ratio in the vagina changes during the menses,
and the female has less protective bacteria with which to combat vaginal
1nfection.]29 Thus it is likely that the female is vulnerable to infec-
tion carried by the male. Thus, it is feasible that this passing back
and forth of infection has been associated with venereal disease - very
1ikely making ample room for the menstrua] "blaming" phenomenon referred
to earlier.

It would seem, then, that whatever real physical dangers
have resulted from intimate contact with a menstruant are like a small
seed from which a huge symbol tree has grown, i.e., the many kinds of
menstrual harm to males which have no basis in reality. Moreover, is it
not possible that the interest in documenting the toxic properties of
the menstruant and her blood is an expression of the ancient and wide-
spread negativity and fear of the menstruant and her "bad" blood - a fear
and a negativity which has, in this instance, taken the form of a social-

1y acceptable endeavor - the scientific search for the menotoxin? Perhaps.
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Mary Douglas has criticized this biologically oriented ap-
proach to the study of cultural phenomena on the basis that when it is
used without reference to the symbolic meaning of customs and beliefs, as
is apparent in the work of Macht, Montagu and Coult, the result is a re-
duction of complex material to its simplest 'level.]30 This "medical ma-
terialism" type explanation, as Douglas calls it, coining a phrase from
William James, can obviously not explain why "menotoxin" is deleterious
to male-associated plants and not those associated with females. It also
cannot explain why the European witch and the menstruant have been accor-
ded the same destructive influence on vegetation and othér organic matter;
that is, qn]ess "witchedness" is a state in which the female's body
courses with menotoxins and mitogenetic rays. Moreover, one of the
strongest arguments against the menotoxin hypothesis, put forth by
Montagu, Coult and others, is that in preliterate cultures throughout
the world the pregnant female has also been believed to be as deleteri-
ous to vegetation as the menstruant - a symboTic paradox which will be
discussed in the next chapter. In this context, however, what is rele-
vant is that since the menstruous female and the pregnant female are in
totally different "hormonal states," then the body "substances" (saliva,
perspiration) that they might possibly exude would be different.

Thus, unless the pregnant state is also a state of "pregnotoxicity,"
then it is apparent that we are dealing with material which calls for
psychological, social-functional and further symbolic modes of interpre-

tation.
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CHAPTER IV

MENSTRUAL TABOOS AND BELIEFS:
" "THEORIES OF SYMBOLIC CATEGORIES -
AND SYMBOLIC FORCES"

Categorijes of gife and Death

The Mountain Arapesh of New Guinea Tlive in an area in which
the terrain is precipitous. Growing food is difficult because there are
very few areas which are flat enough to be suitable for planting. Thus
according to Margaret Mead, the level parts of the Arapesh village are
labeled "good" because they are associated with the growth of food;
while the steep parts are labeled "bad" because they are dangerous and
non-food producing. (Menstrual huts, along with pig stys and latrines,
are located in the "bad," i.e., steep, part of the village.) As Mead |
describes it, the conditions of valuing among the Arapesh, in relation
to the steep and level parts of the village are: level=good=food, and
steep=bad=no food. According to Arapesh belief, the blood of a menstruant
endangers the goodness of the village in association with levelness and
food. Menstrual blood and food are regarded as antithetical.]

The antithetical relationship between food and menstrual
blood might be conceptualized as: Life (food, good), and Death (the men-
struous female and menstrual blood, bad), are antithetical and must be
kept separate. Similarly, widespread menstrual taboos surrounding the
planting and tending of food crops might also be explained in the same
way. Substantiation for this formulation comes from John Burton's explan-
ation of the reasoning behind certain menstrual taboos practiced among
the African Nuer; that is, based on theoretical models proposed by Mary

Douglas, Rodney Needham, L&vi-Strauss and other post-war anthropologists
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who have studied the symbolizing process as a mode of cogm‘tion,2 Burton
proposes that the Nuer menstrual taboo which forbids sexual intercourse
with a menstruant, and menstrual restrictions which prohibit females from
tending cows or drinking milk during their periods, "...involve a symbolic
separation of 1ife from death, or more exactly life creating forces (se-
men, milk, pure) from substances symbolizing death (shed blood, danger).“3
Specifically in relation to the sanction.against intercourse with a men-
struant Burton writes, "The necessity of maintaining the distance between
...bleeding women and potential 1ife (intercourse) is...symbolic state-
ment of the necessity for keeping life-creating processes from potential
Tife destructive forces."4

Moreover, the Nuer male is enjoined to avoid intercourse with
his menstruating wife out of "respect" for their unborn child. This is
because within the Nuer belief system violation of the menstrual sex ta-
boo supposedly results in abnormality or death to children who have not
yet been conceived.5 The notion that the violation of the menstrual sex
taboo will produce damaged offspring or "freaks of nature" is also found
among the Navajo Indians,® and is alluded to in certain non-canonical
books of the Bible.’ According to Hebrew belief intercourse with a men-
struant will produce monsters, cretans, epileptics or insanity in the
offspring of such an "ungodly" um‘on'.8 Moreover, Crawfurd suggests that
in Roman myth the reason that Vulcan was born with a deformity was be-
cause Juno and Jupiter engaged in sexual relations when Juno was "in
her courses."9

Based on the explanation of Nuer menstrual taboos proposed
by Burton, and the principles of sympathetic magic previously described,

beliefs such as : (1) the menstruant and her blood are destructive to
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the sources of 1ife (represented by substances and events described ear-
1ier), (2) sexual intercourse with a menstruant is dangerous and will pro-
duce diseased or damaged offspring, and (3) the menstruant or menstrual
blood cause abortion in animals and humans, can be understood in terms of
the notion that harm and destruction are the consequence of ‘'mixing’
lTife-creating or Tlife-sustaining processes with those which represent
death and death-related phenomena (symbolized by the menstruant and/or

her blood). Moreover, there are a number of other kinds of danger and
harm attributed to menstrual mana which can also be explained in terms

of this inauspicious union of 1ife and death categories.

For example, in Chapter I I indicated that Clellan Ford was
of the opinion that the reasons for prohibiting the menstruant from be-
ing in areas in which artifacts were being manufactures were uhc]ear.]o
Within the explanatory frameworkvbeing presented here, the reasons for
this restriction can be understood as an attempt to keep that which is
associated with death (menstruant and her blood) separate from that
which is associated with 1ife, i.e., the creation of artifacts. In this
instance, when these two categories or forces make contact, the result
is faulty or ineffective objects, i.e., bows and arrows which miss their
targets, spears which fly crookedly, canoes which do not flow properly,
etc. Moreover, the consequences of this inauspicious union of opposites
seems to be paralleled by that which occurs as a result of intercourse
with a menstruating female, i.e., faulty offspring. The other common
denominator here, of course, is that all these articles are used by males,
and menstrual pollution is a form of female-related danger which has been
considered especially destructive to males and male identified activities

and objects.
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Another cluster of menstrual taboos which can be understood
within this explanatory framework are those which involve the beliefs
that the presence of a menstruating female, or the menstrual discharge
itself: (1) is harmful to-i11 persons (expressed among the Blackfoot
Indians as "1ike a bullet she makes him worse), (2) destroys the curative
power of medicines and/or (3) nullifies the powér of medicine men, i.e.,
shamans, etc. 11512

Just to give a few examples of this type of menstrual harm,
of which there are many, - in relation to the vitiating influence of the
menstruant on medicines, Shimony reports that among various Iriquois In-
dian tribes menstruating females were prohibited from attending curing
meetings; and that they were forbidden to prepare,. touch, or even look
at medicines, lest the power of themedicine be spoiled or killed instant-
ly by the "poison of menstruation."13 In ancient Greece and Rome a men-
struant was not supposed to touch ivy or rue because accdrding to Pliny's
encyclopedia, at the touch of the menstruous female "both ivy and rue,
plants possessed of highly medicinal virtue, will die instant]y."14
And, according to Ford, in ten of the societies within his cross-cultural
sample it was believed that if a menstruant visited i11 people they would
become critically i1l and d1‘e.]5

It is my contention that the reasoning behind these menstru-
ation-related beliefs and the associated taboos (for which I was unable
to find any specific analysis in the anthropology literature) can be
explained with reference to an analogical mode of thinking and the 1ife-
death separation concept proposed by Burton. That is, medicines and

medicine men (shamans, etc.) can be defined as life-related substances

or forces in that both promote healing, and presumably contain the power
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to restore health or life force. The menstruant and menstrual blood,
defined, symbolically, as anti-life or death-related forces, act to
nul1ify or destroy the 1ife-related hea1ihg power of medicines and medi-
cine men. (In North American Indian cultures, if the female is a shaman
she is also not permitted to prepare or administer medicines while men-
struating.) Thus taboos which prohibit the menstruant from contact with
these persons or substances can be understood in terms of an attempt to
keep the forces of death separate from the forces of life.

In addition, the rationale behind menstrual taboos which pro-
tect 111 people from the harm of menstrual mana would appear to be
slightly different but similar. That is, it seems reasonable to consider
i11 people as more vulnerable to disease and death than well people, real-
istically as well as symbolically. In terms of the latter, Lévi-Strauss
points out that in myth, which he views as mirroring primitive modes of
symbolic thinking, disease commonly represents an intermediary state
between 1ife and death.]6 Since in many cultures menstruation has been
associated with sickness (bleeding, injury, ultimately potential death),
one explanation for the enforcement of these particular taboos is that
via magical contagion (1ike produces 1ike), the menstruant will convey
her death-related energy to the i11. This must be avoided because by
conveying this death-related force the life-death balance will tip and
move to the death side, i.e., exacerbation of illness,or death itself.

On the one hand, then, taboos which prohibit the menstruant
contact with the i11 can be understood as yet another example of keeping
that which is synonymous with death (menstruant and blood) separate from
that which is life-related. In this instance, the 1ife category, (or

life force) is represented by the potential for cure and the restoration
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of health associated with either medicine or treatment of iliness. Thus
it is restoration of health which the death force of the menstruant would
supposedly disrupt. On the other hand, a union of death-related forces
seems to also be suggested here. That is, a death force, represented by
the menstruant and menstrual blood, combines with death forces represented
by i1lness; and the result of this additive process, or what Lé&i-Strauss

ul7 is exacerbation of illness.

refers to as an "excessive union" of forces
More will be said about concepts of excessive union and opposition of
forces shortly. However, returning for amoment to a point made in previ-
ous discussion in the beginning of Chapter II - I suggested that the Kaska
Indian practice of planting a willow stick after returning from menstrual
seclusion might be interpreted as a symbolic gesture markingatransition
from a death-related state (temporary barrenness associated with menstru-
ation) to a life-related state (‘the potential:for conception). 18
Earlier, I also mentioned that after menstruation ended, Hebrew custom
dictated that a female must take a purifying bath, the mikveh, "water of
1ife."1g
According to Rachael Adler, in the Bible the mikveh is called

mayim chayim, "living water," as opposed to stagnant water. In this con-

text she refers to Mircea Eliade's observation that in all cultures the
purifying properties of water are related to its ability to nuilify the
past, regenerate, give symbolic new birth and in general, to restore
the newness of things. Purification by water is typically associated
with beginnings. Adler relates this to the symbolic purification of the
mikveh, explaining that this "water of 1ife" simulates the original liv-
ing water, the primal sea from which all 1ife comes, the womb of the

world.20
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There are two points to be made here. The first is that in
these two very different cultures the transition from menstrual barrenness
(categorized as an aspect of death) has been symbolized by substances
or acts associated with 1ife, i.e., bathing in living water or placing
a green willow stick on a frozen lake. The second point is the symbolic
meaning of these rituals Tends further support to the idea that the under-
lying rationale for the -existence of certain kinds of menstrual customs
and beliefs is embedded in a system of thinking which is based on symbolic
categories and associative patterns of thought.

Returning to another point made earlier, in Chapter II, it
was also established that the universe in which menstrual mana operates
is one which is animated with dynamic force. Therefore, it should be
obvious by now that within such a universe 1ife and death are not per-
ceived as static ideas or categoriés. This mana-infused universe is one
which is alive with movement and the exchange of energies. Life and
death, then, are forces in motion, energic processes which are contained
in things, people and events - potentially able to be released from peo-
ple, things and events, such as the event of menstruation, the menstruant
and menstrual blood. This universe is in effect a field of force in
which there is a constant combining and re-combining of energies.

A simplified, physical energy model or metaphor might be used
to describe the process of the transmission of menstrual mana, i.e., the
inauspicious unjon of life and death categories just discussed. That is,
one might imagine that when a death-related force, represented by the
menstruant and her blood, comes in contact with a 1ife-related force,
symbolized by all the things and events discussed previously, a transfer

of energy takes place in much the same way that energy is transformed
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in oxidation and reduction reactions, i.e., electrons (or simply energy
units) are both lost (oxidation) and gained (reduction). In terms of a
mens£rua1-re1ated death force coming into contact with a 1ife force, life
would operate as the oxidation agent (loss of energy units) and death
would act as the reducing agent (gain of energy units). The result would
be a diminishment of 1ife energy or "charge" and an increase in death

w21 In relation to menstruation, this interchange of

force or "charge.
energy forces was described earljer as the loss of vital force, an anti-
life influence, or a tipping of the 1ife-death balance. However, as I
indicated, while the inauspicious union of life and death forces results
in the kinds of menstrual harm just described, menstrual harm also seems
to occur when there is a combination of 1ike forces, such as the situa-
tion in which the death-related force associated with the menses combined
with the death force that a state of poor health signifies.

Thus, overall, in terms of symbolic categories and combina-
tions of energic force, many kinds of menstrual danger might be explained
gither in terms of: (1) patterns of symbolic thinking in which the com-
bination or union of substances, events, forces which are symbolically
opposite can result in harmful consequences, i.e., the harm of opposition;
or (2) the union of similar substances, events, forces can result in harm-
ful consequences, i.e., harm of similarities. It is the latter which can
explain a symbolic paradox, to be discussed shortly. This dual line of
reasoning is made more complex by the fact that in certain situations
the harmfulness of menstrual mana can be transformed into positive power
which serves to protect others from certain kinds of hostile environment-

al forces. Moreover, in some areas of the world the power of menstrual

blood, which for the most part supposedly results in the exacerbation of
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illness, has also been accorded curative power.

Menstrual Power: "Concepts of Conversion,

In European and Indian folklore curative powers accorded to
the menstrual discharge have varied, ranging from a vague, "helful in
curing most diseases," to specifics, such as reduction of fever, cure of
skin diseases, cure of the bite of a mad dog, etc.22 Central to the dis-
cussion here is the fact that the diseases or injurious effects attribu-
ted to the menstruant or menstrual blood are in some instances the same
as those which can be cured or helped by the intervention of menstrual
mana. For instance, the menstrual discharge, supposedly the cause of skin
diseases, is also the cure. And similarly, while the menstruant supposed-
1y causes madness in dogs, the menstrual discharée aides in curing the
bite of a mad dog.23 The significance of this cause and cure relation-
ship will be apparent shortly.

In a wide range of cultures one finds the belief that the
power of the menstrual discharge can be used against the forces of evil -
to deter or render powerless the evil eye, evil spirits, or evil spells.
For instance, according to Frazer, in late nineteenth century Scotland
menstrual blood was supposedly able to preserve a new cow from the evil
eye.24 Similarly, Steiner notes that in Arabic cultures rags soaked in
menstrual blood and tied around the heads of children have been used to
25

ward off the evil eye.

According to Pliny's Natural History, in ancient Rome it was

believed that sprinkling door posts with the menstrual discharge served

26

to render ineffective all the spells of magicians. In many North Amer-

ican Indian cultures menstrual blood was regarded as a protection against
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evil forces in the form of monsters or demons.27 For instance, in cer-
tain areas of North America fibers soaked with menstrual fluid were
placed in the bows of boats to ward off river demons.28 And Margaret
Mead reports that among the Manus of New Guinea a male who believes him-
self to be under the influence of sorcery goes to a menstruous female to
have his chest pounded, which supposedly leads to the undoing of the evil

spe]1.29’30

What is reflected in all these menstrual curative and/or
protective beliefs, and many others which are similar, is both a trans-
valuation and a transgression. In terms of the former, I mean that which
is originally valued negatively is transvalued and judged positively.
And in terms of transgressive magic according to Laura Makarius, this
kind of magic involves violation of taboos and use of tabooed substances,
such as menstrual blood to obtain benefits. As she describes it,

The magic of transgression is rooted . in sym-

pathetic magic...if a man seizes a menstrual

cloth in order to direct its dangerous proper-

ties towards the enemy, the dangerous element

threatening him by sympathetic magic is re-

jected and denied. The breaker of the taboo

had indeed been motivated primarily by an

association of ideas...through the violation

of taboo he exposes himself to the dangers

against which the transgression would pre-

serve him.31
Applying this explanation to the protective or transgressive use of men-
strual blood, what is most important is that the original state of the
blood is evil and dangerous, just as the original valuing of the menstru-
al discharge, is negative. Only secondarily is the evil and dangerous
power inherent in the female's blood transvalued and transformed into
"good" by being directed against hostile environmental forces in the
form of monsters, the evil eye, disease, or even destructive insects.3?2

In effect, the use of such magic involves fighting fire with
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fire; and in the examples given, the combative power of menstrual blood
is obviously regarded as stronger than the evil or harmful magic which it
is used to deter. There are several points to be made here. As noted,
the basis for the power of menstrual good is derived originally from evil.
Thus, on a very profound level, this establishes a connection between the
menses, the menstruous female and evil. Similarly the starting point for
the cure of disease is the association of the menstruant with disease
(this association will be considered again later). However, jf a conver-
sion of menstrual power is to take place a particular situation or rela-
tionship between this power and the environment is necessary. That is,
in its original, non-relative state the power of menstrual blood is evil
and dangerous. Only.when it is pﬁtted against something:

does it become transvalued and transformed into good.

For instance, the power of menstrual blood, in its uncontrol-
led or what might be called 'natural' state has been believed to cause
disease and injury. In addition, the influence of the menstruant, which
I have conceptualized as symbolic of a death-related force, has also
been associated with the exacerbation of illness or disease. However,
this death-related force or energy is converted into what might be con-
sidered a life-related force (restoration of health involved in curing)
in sifd;tions in which menstrual power is harnessed or directed toward
curing.33 The same type of reasoning can be applied to the conversion
of menstrual destructiveness and evil. That is, menstrual power, in its
natural (wild) state is basically dangerous. However, when directed and
controlled (tamed, domesticated) its uses are beneficent. Thus the field
in which menstrual mana operates seems to determine its value and its

use. In what might be called an unbounded energy field (wild menstrual
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power) menstrual mana is inherently dangerous, especially to males. In
a bounded energy fie]d-—when the mana is directed and controlled - its use
can be beneficient.34

In the Straussian idiom, taken up in two essays on conceptions

35 and Jean la Fontaine,36

of women in primitive cultures by Edwin Ardener
the unbounded (wild) power of menstrual mana would represent "nature,"
which is synonymous with "female"; and the domestication or control of
menstrual mana, via these conversions plus various rituals and taboos
surrounding menstruation, would represent "culture' which is synonymous
with "male." This conceptualization of male (culture)-female (nature),
which appears world-wide, will be considered again in subsequent discus-

sion. However, returning to the notion of conversion of menstrual mana

in The Primitive Mind, Lévi-Strauss presents an interesting example of such

a transformation of power from which an explanation of the kind of 'field
conditions' necessary for this transformation to take place can be extra-
po]ated.37
The Hidatsa Indians of North America, 1ike most hunting

peoples, held the belief that menstruating females had a harmful influ-
ence on the hunt. However, LéQi-Strauss points out that the Hidatsa al-
so believed that the presence of a menstruant was beneficial to the hunt-
ing of eagles. One of the reasons for this exception, according to Levi-
Strauss, is that the menstruous female was believed to have an enhancing
effect on the bait used to catch the eagle. _That is, the menstruant and
menstrual blood acquired a positive significance in the context of the
eagle hunt because the menstrual discharge "evokes the bait as blood and
decay."38

What is being suggested by Lévi-Strauss is that via magical
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contagion the organic decay associated with the menstrual discharge is
transmitted to the bait (described as a blood stained carcass destined
to rapid decay).39 This results in an increase in the drawing power of
the bait, which in turn makes the hunt more successful. As in other situ-
actions in which transgressive magic is employed, this also involves use
of a tabooed substance to obtain benefits, in this case the success of
the hunt. If, however, via this transmission of organic decay the menstru-
ant or menstrual blood sympathetically increases the force or drawing
power of the bait, why isn't thé power of the menstrual discharge used
in this way more often? That is,.it is reasonable to assume that similar
bait is used in other kinds of hunting; aﬁd even if it is not, consider-
ing that the menses have been associated with death, why doesn't menstru-
al mana enhance the power of a hunter or supply an additive death force
as it supplies an additive 'decay force' in the situation just described?
Although Lé@i-Strauss does not raise this question, an answer
can be teased out of his analysis of this exceptional situation. That is,
he explains that eagle hunting differs from other kinds of hunting in a
number of ways. The major difference, however, is the symbolic and physi-
cal distance between the hunter and his quarry.
Eagles are hunted by hiding in pits dug into the ear'th.40
The eagle, attracted by the bait placed at the edge of the pit, is cap-
tured with bare hands. What is pertinent here is that in the literal
sense the hunter assumes évery]ow (physical) position (the pit) while
the quarry he is trying to capture is very high. The symbolic juxtaposi-
tion as I interpret it is: hunter (low, earth, pit) and eagle (high,
f]y{ng, sky). Moreover, LéQi-Strauss points out there is a symbolic dis-

tance between the hunter and the eagle in that the eagle is at fhe top
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of the sacréd hierarchy and the hunter, in comparison, is low. Thus on
both a concrete and a symbolic 1eve1 there is a great distance or gap
between the hunter and the hunted, much more so than in other kinds of
hunting.

In the ordinary hunting situation the pollution of the men-
struant or menstrual blood are considered-dangerous because, as LEVj-
Strauss explains it, this situation is one in which there is an excessive
union of forces, "too close a conjunction between two things which should
be kept separate."41 In relation to the symbolic dangers of menstrual
mana, this can be interpreted as an excessive union of death-related for-
ces (death involved in the shedding of blood, and the death-related as-
pects of menstrual blood).

Lévi-Strauss further describes the ordinary hunting situation
in which pollution, such as that associated with the menses, enters as
one "saturated" with a "redundancy" of forces, which results in a neutra]-
jzation of power. This menstrual-related neutralization can assumably
diminish the hunter's prowess, affect his luck negatively or result in
wounding or death. However, in relation to the eagle hunting situation,
Lévi-Strauss writes, "The conjunction of forces is not sufficient...and
the only means to'remedy the situation is to allow menstrual pollution
to enter."* Thus while the power of the hunter would ordinarily be can-
celled or neutralized by the power of menstrual pollution, in-this par-
ticular instance the redundancy of forces, i.e., decay plus decay or death
and death in the theoretical schema I have postulated, is beneficent be-
cause it is needed to fill a gap. Thus in sum, menstrual harm is trans-
formed into menstrual good because it enhances the bait via sympathetic

6ontagion, lessens the distance between hunter and hunted and increases
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the chances of the hunter's success.

In relation to metaphorical energy fields referred to earlier,
what Lé;i-Strauss seems to be describing is an instance in which menstru-
al power is rendered beneficial because there is a special set of circum-
stances, i.e:, an energy field with boundaries, one in which the force
of menstrual mana is being controlled, directed, used for a specific pur-
pose. Thus due to the specific conditions of this situation menstrual
power is not dangerous, e.e., it is not moving freely (wild). Extrapola-
ting an analysis from the Straussian theoretical framework, male (culture)
has harnessed the power of menstrual mana (female, nature), thus effect-
ing a conversion of potentially destructive force to positive use. Or
as Simone de Beauvoir describes it "...Man became master of woman; and
the very powers that are frightening in wild beasts or in unconquered
elements became qualities valuable to the owner able to domesticate

them."43

Paradoxes

At the end of Chapter III, I noted that pregnant females had
been attributed power for harm similar to those associated with the men-
ses. That is, in many cultures it.has been believed that pregnant females
transmit what was conceptualized earlier as an anti-life influence. For
instance, the pregnant female, 1ike the menstruating female, supposedly
has a deleterious influence on vegetation (particu]arly new growth), can
bring harm to infants, and also interferes with the manufacture of arti-
facts. Moreover, the pregnant female, 1ike the menstruating female, has
been excluded from religious or ritual ceremonies and has been regarded
as particularly harmful to culturally defined male activities and male

virility, i.e., prowess in the hunt, war, etc. 44
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While beliefs about the destructive power of the menstruant
and menstrual blood seem to be somewhat more widespread and abundant than
those regarding pregnancy, the similarities between menstrual power and
‘pregnant power' provoke a number of questions. The first is, how is it
that a state which is obviously symbolic of 1ife_(pregnancy) can sympa-
thetically transmit an anti-1ife influence which is similar to that which
I have defined as the death-related force of the menstruant or menstrual
blood? Secondly, what accounts for the fact that both pregnant and men-
struating females are debilitating to maleness and various kinds of cul-
turally defined masculine activities? The first question will be consid-
ered here, and the second shortly.

To answer the first question, we must return to explanations
which involve symbolic concepts of death and 1ife and the energic forces
associated with these categories. Within such an explanatory framework
the paradoxical similarities between the anti-life influence attributed
to the menstruant and the pregnant female can be understood in several
ways. It was established that the death-related influence of menstrual
mana on certain substances or processes representing 1ife could be ex-
plained in terms of the inauspicious union of opposites, or the inauspici-
ous union of similarities, the latter being reflected, for example, in
the harmful consequences which supposedly result when the death-related
force associated with the menses combines with the death-related force
of the i11. This union of similarities seems to provide an explanation
for the anti-1ife influence of the pregnant female on that which repre-
sents sources of life or processes of growth. That is, the Tife-~related
force of the pregnant female combines with the 1ife-related force of

those things or processes symbolizing life (too close a conjunction as
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LEQi«Strauss describes it), which results in the contagious transmission
of a harmful influence similar to the anti-1ife properties conveyed by
menstrual mana. ‘

Morebver, in this regard, the similarity between the harmful
power of the menstruating female (representing death) and the pregnant
female (representing 1ife) seems to be based on another 1ikeness,.i.ef,
that of extremes. What I mean is that in the magical-religious worldview
both pregnancy and menstruation have been regarded as states of extreme
power and force, as is clearly indicated by the fact that both have been
surrounded by taboos designed to protect the individual and others from
the potential danger associated with this energy. Thus it would seem
that the quality of 'extremeness' is the common denominator which also
explains the simi1arities between the anti-1ife influence of the menstru-
ant and the pregnant female.

However, returning to 1life and death paradoxes, while there
is no indication in the anthropology literature that pregnant females
bring harm to other pregnant females, we know from previous discussion
that menstruating females can sympathetically convey menstrual abortion
to pregnant humans or animals. Paradoxically, menstrual blood, because
it has been associated with 1ife as well as death, has also been believed
to sympathetically enhance the procreative capacity of barren females.
That is, in some cultures a heavy menstrual flow has been associated with

45,86  and as such it has supposedly been able to increase the

fecundity,
fecundity of other females via magical contagion. For instance, Abel and
Joffeé report that in rural areas of Italy, the menstrual linens of a

female with a heavy menstrual flow have been laundered with the menstru-

al Tinens of a barren female, in the hope that the sympathetic transmission
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just described would occur. ¥ Similarly, in various regions of India
it has also been believed that this menstrual-related fertility can be
transmitted to barren females.48’49

One might speculate that the increase in procreative potential
which the menstrual dischahge of a fecund female conveys represents a
kind of filling in the gap which is similar to that which LéQi—Strauss
describes as occurring in the Hidatsa eagle hunt, i.e., menstrual pollu-
tion enters to remedy a situation in which there is an insufficiency of
force. Moreover, one could also speculate that it is this lack (barren-
ness) which provides the conditions which are necessary for the positive
(1ife-related) aspect of menstrual mana to enter and operate beneficially.

In relation to the 1ife-related aspects of menstrual mana
Ronald Berndt makes the observation that in New Guinea, for men, menstru-
ation has a dual significance. As a diffusg generalized concept, it is
ritually and symbolically expressive of 1ife, energy, power and strength,
but in every day 1life it is a source of extreme danger to males.50 This
statement, which seems to be fairly typical of males' reactions to and eval-
uations of menstruation in preliterate cultures throughout the world, suggests
that the power, energy and strength associated with the menses is threat-
ening; and that the attitude in this regard is one of ambivalent awe - a
mixture of fear, respect and wonder. This awe/fear reaction to menstru-
ation is particularly apparent at puberty. At this time the girls newly
arrived child-bearing potential is usually considered a sign of her re-
productive power (1life-force). However, it is also during the first few
menstrual periods that the female is considered most dangerous to male-
ness, much more so than at any other time in her adult life (when menstrua-

ting). While elaborate menstrual taboos at puberty seem to be designed
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in part to protect the female from her own dangerous power and to insure

a large progeny, they also serve to protect the male from females who, as

de Beauvoir describes it, are at "the height of femininity."5]

Pregnancy is also a time of heightened femininity, as is the
childbirth situation. The parturient female, 1ike the menstruating fe-
male, nas also been considered a threat to masculine virility, i.e.,
renders implements used for masculine pursuits ineffective or diminishes
the ability of the males for these pursuits.52 As Laura Makarius writes,

It should be obvious that the female sexual
organ and associated substances do not arouse
the same fear in women as in men. It is the
men in particular who stand in fear of menstru-
al and lochial blood...and it is therefore
from the masculine point of view that these
substances acquire magical qualities...these
...are magical only by virtue of the danger-
ous character ascribed to them by men. The
supposed effect of a menstruating woman, run-
ning through the fields to destroy insects, is
due to the destructive power which men attri-
bute to menstrual blood, so that it may be said
that this magical power springs from the rela-
tion between feminine blood and masculine fear.
It is masculine fear, responsible for the taboo
on women's blood, which endows the latter with
the capacity to produce mana....

Thus.the. common. denominator underlying the dangerous power
associated with menstruation (particularly at puberty), pregnancy, child-
birth (and loss of virginity) seems to be loss of masculinity. A1l these
states involve forms of female biologically-based, 'natural’ power which,
in the Straussian idiom, are harmful to masculine (cultural) pursuits.

A11 these states of exaggerated}femininity also seem to be regarded ambi-
valently by males - with fear and awe, horror and veneration, respect and
contempt. The fact that they have all been surrounded by taboos is in

itself a reflection of this ambivalence or dual regard.
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In relation to the ambivalence with which males have regarded
the menstruous aspect of femininity, Marilyn Strathern notes that in New
Guinea there is an implicit judgment of .inferiority or weakness within
this response which is  juxtaposed by a judgment of strength and.-power.
Moreover, she also points out that this (inferior) weak-but-strong dichot-
omy in relation to the menstruous aspect of femininity is also articulated
by males in other contexts. In this regard she writes,

Men's stereotypes of women involve a double
ambivalence-~-not only are their pejoratives
balanced by a recognition of women's essen-
tial productive contribution, we see that
derogatory statements are internally incon-
sistent. Women are obstinate as well as
capricious, strong as well as weak. While
female strength and weakness are both "bad,"
"weakness being an inability to act with
conviction, "strength" being an egotistic
pursuit of ends without regard for others,
it is clear that men are both denying that
women have any effective power and ascribing
such a power to them.54

Paradoxically, it is the female's weakness to which strength
has been attributed, and vice versa. As will be apparent in subsequent .
discussion, this shifting duality, as well as the denial and ascription
of power to females by males, represents an aspect of the ambivalence

toward females which males have expressed since time immemorial.
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CHAPTER V

THE MENSES: BLOOD OF DESIRE AND DISGUST,
CROSS-CULTURAL AND HISTORICAL VIEWS

There are men--and perfectly normal
men--on whom this stimulus menstrual
blood casts a spell that is almost
irresistible....The knowledge that
menstruation has begun drives many a
man into the embrace of the wife he
loves.

--Theodoor Van de Velde

The Menses: Menstrual Aphrodesia,
Amourous Snakes and Love Magic

Esther Hardihg,z George Groddeck,3 Bruno Bettlehein? and a

number of other theorists5

have suggested that the menstruating female
is particularly sexually arousing to males. The implication is that this
arousal takes place on a subliminal or 'old brain' level. For instance,
in this regard Freud speculates that the genesis of menstrual taboos
might be traced back to an “"organic repression" as a defense against
a "phase of development that has been surmounted."6 The organic repres-
sion that Freud is referring to here is the repression of olfactory stim-
uli as a significant element in sexual attraction. As Vieda Skultans
writes,

In other words, Freud is saying that woman

is at her most attractive during menstrua-

tion. That for some unknown reason the

natural process of this attraction has been

stemmed, with the result that the rigid bar-

riers have been erected against the possibil-

ity of experiencing consciously this attrac-

tion. Hence the preva]ense of taboos

surrounding menstruation.
Crawfurd® and Harding9 have suggested that the scent of menstrual blood

is the subliminal stimulus which attracts males.in much the same way that
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the odor of a female animal in heat draws male a\n'imals.]0

There are two clusters of menstrual-related beliefs found
in vastly different areas of the world in which the content is strongly
suggestive of a theme of male sexual arousal. One of these is a set of
beliefs involving menstruation and snakes; and the other involves the
use of menstrual blood as an aphrodesiac in love maéic. In ré1ation to
the first, in menstrual legends and beliefs throughout the world, the
snake often appears as an amorous fellow who exhibits a definite attrac-
tion for the menstruant. For example, according'to Shimony, Iriquois
squaws were wérned not to walk in wooded areas while menstruating because
snakes would follow then.11 Among other people, the intentions of the
snake have been more explicit. This is reflected in belijefs that the
menstruant will attract "serpent love" or provoke "amorous attacks by

snakes."]z

As indicated earlier, in some parts of the world the snake
displays his masculine interest by biting the female or having inter-
course with her which supposedly brings on the first menstrual flow. In
terms of this belief, certain East Bolivian Indian tribes send an older
female searching for a snake with a stick when a girl begins to menstru-
ate.!3 The association of the snake with the menstruant is one which
has appeared in a wide variety of cultures and historical eras.

The phallic aspects of the snake are suggested by both its
physical characteristics (shape, extending, swe]]ing; secreting fluids
in certain species) and its activities (penetrating'cracks-and crevices,
burrowing into holes in the earth). In the traditional psychoanaiytic
literature the snake is a phallic symbol. According to Freud it was the

most important symbol of the male or'gan.]4 Moreover, Slater points out

that the association of the snake with the penis preceded the writings
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of Freud by a century in the work of Km'ght.15 Actually the snake is a
polyvalent symbol. As STater,16, CampbeH,17 and Neumann]8 point out,
in different mythological contexts the snake can represent 1life and death,
male and female. In this particular context, however, the phallic in-
terpretation of the snake does seem valid, as does the notion that the
sexual attraction of the snake for the menstruating female is symbolic of
the male*s”sexual desire.
In relation to the use of menstrual blood in love magic,

Raymond Crawfurd states:

Menstrual fluid has always been reckoned

to have a powerful influence over the

affections of men and has held pride of

place as an ingredient in the love

charms and by girls_to would be lovers.

In modern Germany ﬁ915] girls have ad-

ministered drops of menstrual blood in

coffee to their sweethearts to make
sure of retaining their affections....

19
The practice of using menstrual blood to seduce the male or
make him fall "passionately" in love has been reported in Spain and

21 22 23 Accord-

France,20 rural Vietnam,“' rural Greece,““ and rural America.
ing to Jean C]éBert, the gypsfes of Central Europe used the menstrual
discharge in one potions, mixed with burnt apple pips?4 and in Morrocco
menstrual blood has been mixed with snails and served up in a tasty
dish.25 Seduction via the use of menstrual blood has also been reported
in Africa,26 and among certain North American Indian tribes.2’ Most of
these reports indicate that the menstrual discharge has been disguised
with food or drink and served to the unsuspecting male. However, in
certain areas of Australia, menstrual blood is rubbed in the hair to get
full benefits of its aphrodesiacal powe\r'.zg’29

In Rhodesia the strength of the belief in the potency of
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menstrual blood as a source of powerful love magic is made clear in a
fairly recent study of witchcraft. In this regard, J.R. Crawford reports:

Women have confessed to killing a new-born

child in order to prepare love potions for

its mother. The blood of the child seems

in this instance to have been used as a sub-

stitute for the menstrual blood which its

wgthg:egﬁzngg?QAe to produce on account of

This menstrual aphrodisia-love magic relationship is also
reflected in association with witchcraft as suggested by certain beliefs
about the power of the European witch to seduce males. For instance,
according to Julio Caro-Baroja young witches were supposededly experts
at Tove magic. Bewitching occurred by means of the "efflux of beams out
of their eyes" and the use of the menstrual fluid. However, while males
were supposedly lured by the promise of sexuality in association with
beams from the witch's eyes, and the scent of menstrual blood, the re-
sults of this bewitchment were far different from the promise, for the
belief was that "this strange blood [henstrua1] » being quite repugnant
to the nature of man, infects the rest of him and makes him sick; and
then this contagion will continue as long as he has any warm blood left
in him."31 Thus the consequences of being seduced by the witch's menstru-
al-related love magic are similar to those that supposedly result from
contact with a menstruant in a wide range of preliterate cultures.
According to Honigman, despite the belief that intercourse

with a menstruant resulted in sickness and death, Kaska Indian boys
supposedly took advantage of the easy accessibility of girls in menstru-
al seclusion to have intercourse with them.3‘2 In a recent anthropological
study, Schlegel reports that Hopi Indian males are more sexually attrac-

ted to the female when she is menstruating than when she is not.33 And
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according to Crawfurd, historical sources suggest that the sexual desira-
bility of menstruating females was recognized in the Middle Ages.34

In summary, then, the widespread.use of menstrual blood in
love magic, along with the symbolic material which reveals a theme of
menstrual-related sexual arousal suggests that on some subliminal level
the olfactory stimulation of the menses has engendered strong sexual
desires in males. Perhaps underneath our civilized veneers it still
does, as is suggested by the content of one of Molly Bloom's sililoquys
in Ulysses: "Oh Jesus wait yes that thing has come on me yes now
wouldn't that pester the soul out of a body unless he likes it some men
do."3% In an article entitled, "Is the Curse Sexy? which appeared in
a recent issue of Viva, the following comment made by a male interviewee:
"I don't want to sound like a freak, but it [henstruatioq) actually turns
me on...,"36 reveals an even more direct expression of menstrual-related
sexual arousal. In this same article the following comment was made by
. a female interviewee: "The minute it starts I feel flagrantly sexy...
Bring on the troops! I love men who'll make love to me during those
first days who can dig the elemental juiciness."37

This suggests, then, that not only is the male attracted to
the menstruating female, but that female sexuality might also be height-
ened during the menses.38 1In 1901 Havelock E1lis proposed that females
felt increased sexual desire during the menses, but that social conven-
tion prohibited them.from acting out these desires. He wrote, "...the
tendency of the female toward sexual intercourse during menstruation has
everywhere been overlaid by the ideas of a culture which has insisted on
regarding menstruation as a supernatural phenomenon...."39

In Patterns of Sexual Behavior, Ford and Beach made the
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observation that in the preliterate cultures they surveyed the taboo
which prohibited sexual intercourse was a male choice and had very
little to do with alterations or lack of sexual desire in the female.??
And in a similar vein Ashley Montagu discusses the myth that females
have no sexual desire during the menses in terms of it "having...pleased
man to think that his woman cannot have any desire unconnected with his

own. ndl

Empirical and theoretical research indicates that females do
experience increased sexual desire during menstruation®? (and premenstru-
ally#3). However, whether this desire will be fulfilled during menstru-
ation is another story. As I mentioned in Chapter I, Paula Weidiger's
menstrual questionnaire survey indicated that while 40% of a sample of
520 females reported being desirous of intercourse during menstruation
their partners were not interested.44

In mid- and late nineteenth century England menstruating
was also associated with the-heightened sexuality of femq]es, but in
a slightly different way than is being discussed here. In the medical
world, which was the only sphere of Victorian society in which it was

45

socially acceptable to discuss menstruation, ™ it was a commonly held

opinion that the menstrual flow was necessary to drain away the female's
inordinate sexual desire.?® 1In the following statement which appeared
in both a gynecology and physiology textbook in the mid-nineteenth cen-
turn this belief is made quite explicit:

In God's infinite wisdom...might not this

monthly discharge be ordained for the purpose

of controlling woman's violent sexual passions

...by unloading the uterine vessels...so as to

prevent the promiscuous intercourse which would

prove destructive to the purest...interests of

civil life.47

What this Victorian menstrual-related view of female' sexuality
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reflects is an aspect of the myth of the Sexually Insatiable Female.
She is the Female who the male can never satisfy sexually, or if he tries,
he dies trying, having had his vital energy destroyed in attempting the
impossible. The Sexually Insatiable Fema]e‘bears'close resemblance to
the Sexual Temptress. She is the Female who seduces the hapless male
and destroys either his spirituality or his vital force. The menstrual-
related version of this mythic female is the witch who seduces males
with her menstrual aphrodisia.- "
In the contemporary world this mythic view (the Sexually

Insatiable Female) seems to be reflected in the male's hysterical fear
(usually expressed in his therapist's office) that because of the advent
of birth control pills and the Women's Movement his sexual potency will
be shattered.48 This mythic view also appears in Mary Jane Sherfey's
explanation for why females have always been supressed by males. Sherfey
argues that pre-civilization females were hypersexual, that they were
“totally incapable of controling their sexual drives,"and that this hyper-
sexuality had to be controlled, otherwise civilization would never have
advanced to its present highly developed state. Thus for purposes of
cultural evolution, which in Tlarge part consisted of getting females to
inhibit their inordinate sexual passions long enough to settle down and
raise families, males were forced to suppress and dominate females.*?
In this regard Sherfey writes,

If that suppression has been, at times,

unduly oppressive or cruel, I suggest

the reason has been neither man's sadis-

tic or selfish infliction of servitude

upon helpless women, nor women's weakness

or inborn masochism. The strength of the

drive determines the force required to

suppress it.50

Retufning to Victorian views of female sexuality, we find
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the Sexually Insatiable Female standing side by side with her shockingly,
absolute opposite - the female with no sexual desire, the female who
is as pure and white as the driven snow, who sees sex as a duty and an
obligation, something that bestial males demand, and something that must
be done in order to propagate the species. An aspect of this mythic
view finds expression in the modern world in the desire-for-motherhood
before desire-for-sex theory of female sexuality which appears in the
work of Judith Bardwick.®! A recent review of the image of female sex-
uality in gynecology textbooks suggests that this Bardwick-type view
prevails. In these texts this view is typically expressed in statements
such as, "The fundamental biologic factor in woman is the urge of mother-
hood balanced by the fact that sexual pleasure is entirely secondary or
even absent."92
Each mythic view of the female ié obviously an exaggeration -

one that is typical of the ambivalent appraisal of female character which
is characteristic of all stereotypes of femininity. As Mary Ellman com-
ments,

A...consistent quality of feminine stereo-

types is the repeated effort to move women

in two directions away from a premised,

though, indefinable, human center. These

movements, 1ike those of an autistic child,

perhaps signify no more than an obsessive

attention to a single subject. But they re-

sult in an odd effect of hoisting or lowering

down, as elevators move from the basement to

the roof and back again, all day long, or as

pieces of clothing, once they are bought,

must steadily alternate between being dirtied

and being cleaned.53

Returning to the menses and heightened sexuality in primi-

tive communities, while both Harding54 and Briffault®® were of the opin-

jon that the menstrual sex taboo was instituted primarily to protect
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the female from the intensity of the male's sexual arousal, Harding

was also of the opinion that females in these societies also experienced
increased sexual arousal during menstruation. Actually it is difficult
to determine whether females in preliterate cultures experience increased
sexual arousal during the menses because such information is not'readily
available %f available at all. That is, in a thorough search of the
anthropology literature I found 1ittle information on the female's sexu-
al feelings during the menses.56 In fact, there are very few direct
reports of the female's experience of menstruation, an issue which I
shall say much more about in a meta-comment at the end of this chapter.

I was able to find only one ethnography and one historical
source in which explicit reference was made to the female's heightened
sexual desire during menstruation. In terms of the latter, according
to Albert Ellis, in ancient India the female's menstrual-related sexual
desire was recognized by the physician, Su;ruta, who considered the ten-
dency to "run after men" one of the signs that the female had begun to
menstruate.®’ And in relation to the former, Raymond Firth reports
that among the Tikopia of Polynesia, males believe that if a menstruous
female approaches them, the flow of blood increases, sexual desire being
the stimulus. According to Firth, the men say, "It the menstrual flow
becomes active in its joy at the men."58 Interestingly enough, the
Tikopia do not consider the menstruant or menstrual blood as particularly
dangerous, thus they have relatively few menstrual taboos compared to
other cultures.

Thus it seems that females, as well as males, might experience
increased sexual arousal in response to menstruation. There are several

implications of this sexual arousal in relation to explaining the
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enforcement of menstrual taboos. For instance, assuming that there is

a single (male) or double (male and female) sexual arousal associated
with the menses, then one might speculate that menstrual taboos serve
the very practical purpose of avoiding distraction. Harding suggests
that in preliteraté cultures the harmful consequences that supposedly
result if a male has contact with a menstruating female before -
dangerous pursuits such as war or the hunt can be understood in this way -
lack of attention to a situation when concentration is essential.®d
Similarly, one could also speculate that the defectiveness in the manu-
facture of artifacts attributed to the presence of a menstruating female
is a result of the sexual distracffon that occurs when males experience
increasedsexual desire. The same reasoning can also be applied to the
taboos which prohibit females from attending religious worship or engag-
ing in ritual practices while menstruating. In fact, this explanation
can be applied tomany menstrual taboos.

Considered by itself it is a very good explanation, especi-
ally given the thematic "evidence" which suggests that males are aroused
by menstruating females. However, it is much too simple. As we know
from previous discussion, content-wise, the taboos surrounding pregnant
and parturient females are similar, in terms of a debilitating influence
on male prowess, and the creating of.artifacts. Therefore, while this
arousal-distraction explanation might partially account for the enforce-
ment of menstrual taboos in primitive cultures, there are other explana-
tions which are also plausible. As indicated in Chapter I, the avoidance
of the menstruous female has been attributed to the castration threat
posed by menstrual bleeding. In relation to menstrual sexual attraction

and the concommitant avoidance of the acting out of this desire on the
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part of males, Bruno Bettleheim writes, "Perhaps the simplest explanation

for the genesis of menstrual taboos 1is that women were either specially
attractive sex objects or felt stronger sex desires during menstruation,
but that men were frightened...In reaction they may have tried to cancel
out their fear of .the bleeding vagina."60

In a slightly different but related context Gé;a Réﬁeim main-

tains that in those primitive cultures in which males practice subincis-
jon rites (imitation of menstrual bleeding by slitting the penis to the
urethra) the underlying motive is also castration anxiety. The resolu-
tion here, however, is taking on the female characteristic (bleeding
vagina). That is, psychologically the reasoning is, "now we have one
of our own so we don't have to be afraid of yours." Bettleheim, however,
argues that the male's imitation of menstruation is based on envy of the
female's power for procreation and subincision rites are, in effect, an
attempt to own this power, as is the practice of couvade. In this regard
he comments that although the castration anxiety explanation for the
genesis of menstrual taboos might be the simplest explanation, there is
another which might be correct. Based on Freud's theory that taboos im-
posed on kings are a sign of elevation, and veneration - but also an
expression of punishment for elevation, or revenge, which subjects take
to punish an elevated personage for being in a position of power, Bettle-
heim suggests, "It might be then, that childbearing and menstruating
were once viewed as so elevating that men, out of envy, imposed unplea-
sant taboos.“62 This suggests, then, that females are punished for their
power - that males in revenge have surrounded females with restrictions.

More will be said about this later.
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The Menses: Blood of Disqust - Embarrassment:
Male and Female Attitudes and Appraisal$S

I recognize why...men might be disgusted by
making Tove with me while I am menstruating--
intellectually. Emotionally, I feel strongly
as a woman that .he sould be able to accept
my body, my being, at all times of the
month, that I accept into my body the dis-
charge of semen and that my body is not
"unclean" while I am menstruating. Also,

I become easily sexually aroused at this

time and do not feel that I should have to
‘inhibit my activity.63

As indicated, there is some anecdotal evidence to suggest
that in contemporary cultures the menstruating female might be sexually
arousing to the male. However, for the most part menstruation serves
to engender strong feelings of disgust. A dual regard for sexual rela-
tions with the menstruating female, f.e., desire-disgust, is reflected
in Simone de Beauvoir's observations that in Montherlant's novel, Les

Jeunes Filles, menstrual blood disgusts the main character, Costals, but

it also turns him on, so that "...with women he always preferred those
days he knew they were menstruating."64 Although there 1is some indica-
tion that in preliterate cultures menstruation also arouses disgust in
males, the primary feeling seems to be fear.65 The strongest expressions
of mensfrua]-re]ated disgust, however, appear in sophisticated cultures.
For instance, according to Schowalter and Schowalter, even the infamous
Marquis De Sade, who delighted in the handling of moldy dog feces, sup-
posedly felt a particularly strong repugnance for menstrual blood.66
Menstrual-related disgust is also revealed in the following account of
a father's reaction to his daughter's first menstruation, as reported
by Simone de Beauvoir:

When I finally began to menstruate and my
father came across the blood stained clothes
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on one occasion there was a terrible
scene. How did it happen that he, so
clean a man, had to live among such dir-
ty females...I felt the injustice of
being put in the wrong on account of my
menstruation. 67

In other anecdotal source material one finds similar expres-
sions of male disgust expressed in response to the menstruous aspect of

,69
female "dirtiness."68 6

One of the most revealing of these disgust
reactions, however, in terms of an overall evaluation of femaleness, is

found in William Faulkner's The Sound and the Fury. That is, Quentin

Compson's description of the female as "...a delicate equilibrium of

,“70 reveals not only an expression

filth between two moons balanced...
of disgust toward menstruation, but also a definition of femaleness as
equal to filth. In Germany the vernacular terms for menstruation,

(Schweinerei or SaUeiei), both of which imply the swinishness of pigs,

also clearly reflect a devaluation of femininity.71
In relation to pervasive attitudes of menstrual disgust in
the contemporary world Mary Ellman observes,
Menstruation...is now socially:soconcealed
as to seem more denied than before...We are
accustomed now to admit only the blood of
wounds, the effects of crime, accident and
war. The natural bleedings of women remains
an indelicacy while d95d]y bleeding has
become a commonplace.
The ridiculous extent to which this indelicacy, or what James
-7
Joyce called the "dark shame of womanhood," ias caused social embarrass-
ment for females, is reflected in an observation made by Helene Deutsch
in 1944, that, "...during criminal cases women will more easily acknow-
ledge an aggressive crime involving bloodshed than that a given blood-

stain is from menstruation."74 And in 1951, “Imagine," Albert E1lis
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commented ironically, "the shame of the 20th century miss whose neighbors
discover from the shape of the box that she is carrying that she had
regular menstrual periods. How would she ever live it down?"’®  Accord-
ing to anecdotal accounts, and in my experience, I have observed that
embarrassment about menstruation is still widespread, particularly
outside of sophisticated urban areas. For the most part females seem

to be embarrassed by the idea that males know they are menstruating.

In turn males seem to be embarrassed, or contemptuous of the fact that
females menstruate (i.e., she must have the rag on). While the direction
from which the contempt comes is obvious, it is difficult to estimate
whose embarrassment is contributing to whose. Although. attitudes seem
to be changing, menstruation for a large portion of the population re-
mains "woman's secret."

In this regard, Weidiger contends that even in the present-
day world informal menstrual taboos are still active because modern
males, like primitive males, perceive in women the presence of a great
and dangerous power. She argues further that females who feel ashamed
of menstruation and hide it reinforce the taboo. She writes,

Modern-day women are not required to live

in menstrual huts, modern-day men are able
to have menstruating women cook for them

and wash their clothes because women have

so conscientiously and completely internal-
ized the assumptions underlying the taboo.
‘It is as though we have constructed menstrual
huts around our hearts and minds - and the
bui]ding blocks of these huts are shame and
Cquilt.?

For some females menstruating also arouses feelings of being
dirty, unclean and unacceptable, to themselves. Apparently even emanci-
pated females of days-gone-by were not immune to such feelings. Accord-

ing to Lupton and Toth, Victoria Woodhull, a suffragist candidate for the
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American presidency considered menstruation a "river of waste" which
would cease when the New Jerusalem came. Then this "perverted flow"
wouid become like "a pure river of the water of 1life, proceeding from
the throne of God."’7 1In addition, the notion that menstrual blood is
"bad" blood, common in preliterate and ancient cultures, persisted among
certain immigrant groups in the United States well into the middle of’
the twentieth century.78

In a recent study of attitudes towards menstruation and meno-
pause in a coal mining town in Wales, Vieda Skultans found that females
tended to regard menstrual blood as bad blood. Some females in this
study expressed satisfaction and relief when they "lost" a great deal
of this bad blood. Skultans noted this emphasis on the word "losing"
throughout the study, and suggested that this emphasis on losing was
an accurate reflection of the female's place in this culture.”9

Clara Thompson and others have discussed the female's dis-
gust for menstruation as stemming from an association with feces and
urine.30 Borrowing a "sphincter morality" concept from Firenczi to de-
scribe this association between loss of feces, urine and menstrual blood,
Thompson argues that in our culture, in which there has been an over-
evaluation of cleanliness, the female's genital organs in association
with excretion have been considered "dirty." She was also of the opinion
that the inability to control menstruation, and other secretions of the
female genitals, contributed to the female's feelings of being unaccept-
able and unclean.8l Perhaps one of the most revealing cultural state-
ments, in terms of how menstrual-re]ated disgust has contributed to the
female's evaluation of hek self as a being who is imperfect, damaged, a

leaky vessel, is reflected in an advertisement for Tampax on which the
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caption reads, "Now I Tike myself all the time." Thus for many females,
what Merton Gi1l called "a badge of femininity," is in effect a badge
of negativity.82 | 7
How much has menstrual-related disgust on the part of males
contributed to the female's perception and experience of menstruation?
Drawing on examples from both clinical case material and preliterate
cultures, Bruno Bettleheim suggests that feelings of awe and fear ex-
perienced by the male in response to the female's menstrual flow are com-
municated to the female and an "awe circle" begins, the result being
that the female is in awe of her own mysterious power;83 The same kind
of circular notion is involved here. In this instance, it is one of those
"which came first, the chicken or the egg?" questions. If abstinence
from sexual intercourse is considered a measure of disgust, we know from
Weidiger's menstrual questionnaire that females seem more willing to en-
gage in intercourse during menstruation than their male partners. Thus
we might assume that being refused intercourse during menstruation con-
tributes to the female's feelings of dirtiness and unacceptability. We
also know from a study conducted by Karen Paige that 70% of the females
in her sample who had negative reactions (disgust, etc.) to menstruation
adhered to the menstrual sex taboo, while only 40% having a positive re-
gard d1'd.84 In relation to the question being raised here, we might
also assume that the female who is disgusted by menstruation either
adds to, helps or creates male attitudes of disgust. In any case, the
question as it is posed is unanswerable. Moreover, abstaining from in-
tercourse during the menses is only one way in which disgust can be
expressed.

While there might be some question as to how much the male's
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appraisal of menstruation has contributed to female feelings of menstru-
al disgust, menstruation itself seems to have made a significant contri-
bution to the ambivalence with which males have regarded female genitality
throughout history and cross-culturally. Awe and worship, horror and

fear, desire and disgust, or as Lederer writes in The Fear of Women,

"Well yes we must face it; the 1ittle woman or more specifically her body,
has throughout history, though to varying degrees, been considered dirty,
diseased, putrid, the more so, perhaps, as she is actually desirable. "85

A similar ambivalence is expressed by Michel Lerris in L'Age d'Homme,

whom Simone de Beauvoir quotes to point out that such an ambivalent
regard exists. Lerris writes, "At present I tend to regard the feminine
organ as something unclean or as a wound, not less attractive on that
account but dangerous in itself, 1ike everything blood, mucoué,infectedi"gﬁ
As an example of what she sarcastically calls the "neo-Freud-
ian contribution to sexual understanding," Shulamith Firestone cites the
following from Theodor Reik: "I believe that cleanliness has a double
origin: the first is the taboos of tribes, and the second matter coming
thousands of years later, namely in women's awareness of their own
odor, specifically caused by the bad smells caused by the secretions of
their gem'ta]s."87 The fact that in the United States fifty million
do]lérs a year is spent on vaginal deodorants (mainly the spray-no-touch-

88

yourself kind), suggests to Judith Ramsey and others ~ that the mes-

sage to females is "women smell and are dirty." In relation to this ap-

91 and

praisal, Germaine Greer,89 Kate Mi11et,90 Freida-Fromm Reichman
others have suggested that the Tack of esteem for the female's genita1592
expressed by males has resulted in a Towered self-esteem for the individu-

al female. In this context, Shirley Rowbotham writes, "We [women]



132

substitute our own experience of our genitals, our menstruation, or
orgasms, our menopause for an experience determined by men."93

In recent years attempts have been made by feminsts to undo
some of the negativity surrounding the menses and the female's genitals.
Females have started .clinics run and serviced by female and not male
gynecologists, and the emphasis has been on valuing the female body in
its own right - apart from its sexual use and its baby-bearing capa-

.94’95 One of the most dramatic attempts to alter attitudes of se-

city
crecy and shame surrounding the menses is represented by Judy Chicago's
“Menstrual Bathroom," created as part of a larger exhibit called "Woman
House." According to the artist, her motivation for creating such an
environment was,

One day as I was walking down the steps of

the house it occurred to me that there was no

reference to menstruation anywhere...so I

decided to make a menstrual bathroom which

would be very sterile, all white. Under a

shelf full of the paraphernalia with which

the culture "cleans up" menstruation was a

garbage can filled with_the unmistakable

marks of our anima]itx.g (my underline)

The notion that menstrual blood is the sign of female animal-
ity, expressed in this modern context, has far reaching implications in
terms of cultural evaluations of femininity, a topic which will be the
focus of discussion in & later' chapter.

Meta Comment
The Cognitive Minority

In an expanded version of his original survey of menstrual
taboos, Stephens states, in relation to menstrual taboos and the post
partum sex taboo which prohibits the female from having sexual relations

for as long as 3 years in some cultures, "The woman's feelings about
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these customs may be important, but I shall take no notice of them
here."97 In terms of a meta-comment, this is the story in a nutshell.
However, to expand on the story in the nut shell - in making a fairly
extensive search of ethnographic and anthropological material I found
relatively few sources in which the female's experience of menstruation
was obtained directly from females. While there are a number of studies
on female puberty rites, I found only four sources in which females were
directly asked about their experience of menstruation or what it felt
1ike to be “"taboo" or unclean. One of these sourcés is not even a
study in the formal sense. It is more like a travelogue-journey; and
the information about menstruation consists of a conversation between
two females, one native and one European, who just happen to be discus-
sing menstruation,98

My point here is that in most ethnographic and anthropologi-
cal source material in which menstrual beliefs and customs are reported,
the emphasis has been on the male's experience of female bleeding.
There is no doubt that bleeding is not a pleasant thing to study, or to
inquire about in some else's culture. But head hunting, male puberty
rites which are often brutal to the least detail, and other practices
in primitive cultures which involve blood and gore, have received a
great deal of attention by both anthropologists and psychoanalytic
theorists. In fact, as these things go, menstruation involves a rela-
tively mild kind of bleeding.

Freud wrote very 1little on this topic. What he did write is
scattered throughout various wor‘ks.99 In this regard Bettleheim commen-
ted, "In view of Freud's subtle analysis of some major taboos it is re-

~gretable that he paid so 1ittle attention to those of menstruation. " 100
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Jung also had Tittle to say about menstrual taboos. Considering all the
mythic material which surrounds the menses, this is surprising. Thus

one might speculate that the menstrual taboo, as a subject of inquiry,
has been taboo not only for anthropologists, but also for two of the most
important theorists of human behavior. In my opinion this Tack of
attention can be interpreted as yet another reflection of the negativity
and fear with which the menses have been surrounded. However, there is
also a larger issue to consider here.

The fact that there are so few reports on the female's exper-
ience of menstruation in the anthropology literature seems to be sympto-
matic of a general trend which went unnoticed until the advent of the
Women's Movement. That is, the focus in most anthropological field work
has been on the male, male-related aspects of culture and the male's
experience of the world. In the past 5 to 10 years a number of anthro-
pologists have argued that there has been insufficient recognition of

w101

female "culture. In the fields of sociology and psychology similar

102,103 However, in relation to this lack of

protests have been voiced.
attention in anthropological study, Kathaleen Gough writes, "Pages are
devoted to the relationship between male kinsmen and paragraphs to those
between men and women - and only a few lines to the relationships among
women."104 Michele Rosaldo and Louise Lamphere argue that women, in the
anthropology . literature, have been treéted as if 1nvisib1e.105

In part this male-centeredness might be attributed to the
difficulty that male anthropologists might have in obtaining information
on female matters in cultures in which males and females are separated
by rigid barriers, both social and psychological. However, Edwin Ardener

is of the opinion that it has also been difficult for female ethnographers
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to gather data on the female's view of 1ife or model of the world, as he
calls it, because due to the "relative inarticulateness" of females they
are less willing to express themselves; and most ethnographers are not
attuned to "hearing them, 106

Shirley Ardener notes that this observation is borne out in
Marilyn Strathern's recent attempt to present the female's perception of

life in Mt. Hagen, New Guinea. In Women Inbetween, Strathern states,

"It is with male dogma that I have had to deal in the main, for men...
are the more articulate and coherent in their statements. Women do not
make contrary assertions with the same apparent cogency; théy half, al-
though only half agree with what the men say." Thus, in effect, females,
particularly in other parts of the world, have been the cognitive minor-
ity, because we know relatively little of how they perceive the wor]d.]o7
In this regard Edwin Ardener points out that in most ethno-
graphies male models of the world are dominant. A similar observation
has been made by Vern Bullough in relation to the records of Western

108 1n relation to this issue,

history, i.e., they are mainly male.
Ardener writes, "...if the models of society made by most ethnographers
tend to be derived from the male portion of that society, how does the
symbolic weight of the other mass of persons - half or more of normal
human populations...express itse]f.“]og He suggests that in order to
obtain some understanding of the female's perception of the world, female
"models" must be gleaned from the study of symbolic, rather than the
structural-functional, aspects of culture. In commenting on Edwin
Ardener's contention that the problems in learning about the female's

world view in other cultures are related to the female's difficulty with

being articulate, as well as the male or male-oriented ethnographers'’
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inability to ("hear") comprehend a non-male model of the world. Shirley
Ardener makes the point that this formulation of the problem is in effect
a modern version of Freud's question, posed after thirty years of trying

to unravel the mysteries of feminine psychology - What does woman really

want?”0

Psycho]égists havé also begun to recognize that evaluations
of female normality and worth have traditionally been measured against
male criteria - which is essentially the same as saying that a male
world view and male values pervade the field of psychology, and females
have been judged not as beings in their own right, but relative to males
and male values. In this context, George Guttman contends that the con-
cept of ego strength, as it is defined in the psychoanalytic literature,

leads to inaccurate judgments of females as regressive and maladaptive

because the standard for evaluation is ma]e.]ll In a similar vein Rae

Carlson argues that in psychology research the female has been conceptu-
alized as a non-male rather thanasanindependent female ent:ity.”2

In relation to the difference between male and female percep-
tions of the world, and the notion that male models of the world have
been dominant, Shulamith Firestone writes,

...men and women are tuned to a different
cultural wave length,...in fact there
exists a wholly different reality for men
and women.... "omen have no means of com-
ing to an understanding of what their ex-
perience is, or even how it is different
from male experience. The tools for re-
presenting, for objectifying one's experi-
- ence in order to deal with it, culture, is
so saturated with male bias that women
never have a chance to see themselves cul-
turally through their own eyes. So that
finally, the signals from their direct
experience which conflict with the prevail-

ing (male) culture are denied and repressed.]13
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Twenty-five years or so prior to the time that Firestone pre-
sented her point of view, Simone de Beauvoir described the female's uni-
verse as a counter universe set up within the world of the masculine

universe. She observed that "...this world, always belonging to men

still retains the form they have given i 114

One of the more cogent descriptions of the goals of the
Women's Movement is stated in terms of women searching for their own universe
and new models of themselves - models or modes of being which are not

based on/or evaluated in terms of male criteria. In this regard Shirley

Ardener writes,

We find...a desire whether conscious or

not, to identify, a specifically feminine
model...in which the essential attributes,
physical, spiritual and moral appear; a

model of what we might perhaps term femin-
eity* of the deepest structural level and
greatest degree of generality, which is

quite distinct from the old supposedly male
derived 'femininity' with its load of 'secon-
dary sexual characteristics'...Femineity is
not merely an equivalent of femininity, since
it is located at a differ$?§ level of abstrac-
tion and articulation....

*Feminiety is defined as "The quality
or nature of the female sex; womanli=-
ness, womanishness
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CHAPTER VI:{ PART I

THE MENSES: EVALUATION OF FEMININITY

By their incantations, spells, crimes
and infamous acts, they destroy the
fruit of the womb in other women, in
cattle and various other animals; they
destroy crops, vines, orchards, meadows,
pastures, wheat, corn and other plants
and vegetables. They bring pain and
affliction, great suffering and appalling
disease (both external and internal)...;
they prevent men from engendering and
women from conceiving. They_render both
wives and husbands impotent.
--Summis Desideranted Affectibus
Papal Bullshit on Witchcraft
Pope Innocent VIII, 1484

Menstrual Evil

Within the folklore and religious belief systems of people
widely separate in time and geographical area, the impurity and harmful
influence of the menstruant and menstrual blood have been attributed to
demons or the forces of evil. As indicated in Chapter II, the notion
| that the menstrual flow is the blood of -evil has been widespread in
African tribal cultures.Z Raymond Crawfurd points out that in primitive
societies it has commonly been believed that, "The menstruous woman is
possessed by an evil spirit; the spirit resides in her blood and by the
medium of her menstrual blood it may exert its influence...on the envir-
onment."3 Moreover, based on the discussion of conversions of menstrual
mana presented in Chapter IV, we know that the connection between evil
and the menstruous female exists on a profound level.

An association between menstrual blood and witchcraft has

also been widespread. In the Western world, for instance, Robert Graves



149

notes that the use of menstrual blood for purposes of witchcraft dates
back to ancient Thessaly.4 In fifteenth century Christian-dominated
Europe the menses-evil association emerges in a number of ways, one of
which is reflected in the belief that menstrual blood was used in seal-
ing pacts with the~devi1.5 According to Ploss and Bartels, who compiled
one of the most extensive compendiums of menstrual-related folklore, this
menses-witches~devil association appears in the legends of European gyp-
sies who believed:

that witches have their sabbath on a Friday

night on "Moon Mountain." They renew their

pact with the devil once every seven years

on such a mountain. During these seven years,

Gypsy women collect their menstrual blood and,

during the pact_they give all this blood to the

devil to drink.6

It has been pointed out in a number of contexts that the

harmful powers attributed to the menstruant have been remarkably similar
to those attributed to the European witch of the fifteenth and sixteenth

7,8 This similarity is clearly established in the quotation

centuries.
which introduces this section of discussion. That is, Pope Innocent's
bull indicates, that the witch, 1ike the menstruant, has a destructive
influence on the fecundity of females, that she is harmful to children,
and deleterious to vegetation, that she engenders disease, the descrip-
tions of which are remarkably similar (fatal, wasting) to those which

the menstruant supposedly “causes" in various primitive cultures through-
out the world. Both menstruant and witch have been accorded a host of
other pernicious powers--including causing inpotence in males, interfer-
ing with the healing process, and souring milk.9 What accounts for these

remarkable parallels?

Based on observations of the responses of neurotic (and I
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assume psychotic) analytic patients to menstruation, Mary Chadwick ar-
gued that the basis for this witch-menstruant similarity was to be found
in reality. According to Chadwick females act strangely and have unusu-
al Tongings when they menstruate--all females, I might add. Chadwick
does not seem to recognize or acknowledge that she is basing her argument
on observations of a very select population, one which can hard]y be
called all females, both because of number and type of females observed.
Nevertheless, as the argument goes, since menstruating females express
strange desires, such as the urge to eat meat (which Chadwick associates
with the cannabalistic tendencies of witches), odd fantasies and wishes,
which are 1ikely to emerge.only in an analytic session, a dream or a
psychotic episode, Chadwick maintains that menstruous females are indeed
1ike witches. Moreover, according to Chadwick, the factsthat witches
are likely to have a "masculinity complex," and menstruating females would
unconsciously 1ike to ruin masculine pursuits (hunting, etc.) (based on
resentment and envy_of males) constitute other: "real" witch-menstruant
simi]aritiegp
Chadwick's "it's really so" argument is similar to certain
aspects of theories proposed by Freud and other psychoanalytically ori-
ented theorists.to explain the origins of menstrual taboos and the males'
fear of the menstruant in both primitive and modern cu]tures.1] That is,
while some theorists have proposed that menstrual taboos have been in-
stituted to protect males in primitive cultures from the unconscious
threat of castration anxiety aroused by the vaginal bleeding of fema]es,]z
other theorists have suggested that these taboos also have a reality

base - which is that they protect males from the consciously expressed

(but unconsciously derived) anger of penis-less females directed at
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males for being the privileged owners of the much-envied pem‘s.]3 More
will be said Tater about the obvious phallocentric bias,which this for-
mulation reflects. The main points to be made here, however, are that:
(1) while certain females do experience hostility or anger both menstru-
ally or premenstrually, it is presumptuous to attribute_the source of
this anger to penis-envy or castration rage, except in clinical popula-
tions among whom penis-envy or castration rage as forms of pathology are
real issues;!4 (2) the mood changes and desires that "normal" (non-psycho-
tic) females experience during menstruation can hardly account for the
many striking similarities between the powers attributed to the menstru-
ant and the witch. Moreover, as indicated, there is a larger issue -
Chadwick generalized from a small, select population to a larger one.
This has always been a controversial issue in relation to the accepta-
bility (or unacceptability) of psychoanalytic theories of human behavior.
Symbolically, the similarities between the witch and the men-
struant can best be explained within a Jungian conceptual framework, with
specific reference to theories developed by Erich Neumann in The Great
Mgghgg.15 In discussing the archetype concept, which is central to
Jdungian theory, I shall make no attempt to deal with fine points in the-
ory.16 In the present context I am primarily interested in establishing
the place that pervasive danger and death-related symbols associated
with the menstruant and menstrual blood have within this theoretical
framework. Thus, I shall be concentrating mainly on the external forms
of mythological and symbolic expressions and focusing on the aspect of
Jungian theory, which as a comprehensive system of symbolic interpreta-

tion can explain the similarities in menstruant-witch power.
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The Menstruous Female:
An Aspect of the Terrible Mother Archetype

In the myths and tales of all peoples,
ages and countries...the dark half of the
black and white cosmic egg representing
the Archetypal feminine engenders terri-
ble figures.... Just as world, life,
nature and soul have been experienced as
generative and nourishing, protecting and
warming Femininity; so their opposites
are also perceived in the image of the
feminine; death, destruction, danger....
--Evrich Neumann

17

Within the Jungian conceptual framework the witch is consid-
ered an aspect of the negative Archetypal Feminine, or what Erich Neumann
calls the elemental character of the Terrible Mother. According to
Neumann, the Terrible mother figure appears in mythologies throughout
the world. She takes-many forms and has many names, but she is typically
represented by the chimerical and fantastic aspects of female goddesses
who are identified with the realm of the dead and snakes - typically
associated with rot and decay, as well as with a number of other death-
related images and symbols. The characteristic activities of these
negative feminine figures are either devouring, dismembering, seducing,
poisoning or castrating males. Within the Jungian conceptual schema, the
petrifying gaze of Medusa belongs to the realﬁ of the ferrib]e Great
Goddess. As Neumann writes, "...to be rigid is to be dead."]8 Hecate,

a snake-entwined moon goddess, is also associated with-the Terrible
Mother. An archetypal witch of sorts, Hecate, when angry, stops life
and growth and "closes the womb of all Tiving things."]9 Kali, the blood-
stained female figure of Indian myth)inassociationwith death, destruc-
tion and decay, alse symbolizes the Terrible Mother or negative Feminine

Archetype.



Hecate, Medusa, Kali, and a host of other female figures who
also represent the Terrible Mother Archetype are the opposite of the myt
ological female figures who represent the positive aspect of the Archety
al Feminine, i.e., the Good Mother. In various myths and legends throug
out the world the positive aspect of the Feminine Archetype is represen-
ted by goddesses of vegetation and agriculture. These goddesses (The
Great Mother) symbolize the natural nourishing principle. Their activi-
ties are characterized by cherishing, sustaining and fostering growth.
They represent the unchanging part of the feminine which is associated
with constancy and motherliness. Throughout the world the positive as-
pect of the Archetypal Feminine is represented by many mythological fig-
gures and goddesses such as Spes, the Roman goddess mentioned previously
in relation to the bee, honey and motherliness; Demeter, and Mary, in
her original aspect as a fertility goddess (Madonna of the Sheaves).

The Date Palm goddess of Egypt who is pictured in Egyptian art as a tree
with arms giving nourishment to humanity also represents the Good Mother
aspect of the Archetypal Femim'ne.20

The positive Archetypal Feminine is represented by a consis-
tent set of symbols which appear in myth, legend, art, dreams, etc. The
cow, the earth, the spring and the stream, vegetation, food and the oven
are all symbols which have been interpreted as representing the positive
feminine, Healing, the baking of bread and activities which symbolize
the maintenance and sustenance of 1ife are all considered characteristic
of the Good Mother.?2!

The menstruant and menstrual blood,as we know, have been re-

- garded as harmful or destructive to all these symbolic representations

of the Good Mother . To briefly review, within the discussion of the
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anti-1ife aspect of the menses it was established that in a wide range
of cultures menstrual mana was associated with a deleterious influence
on the source of 1ife and growth, represented by a variety of substances
and events, i.e., vegetation, milk, growth of the young, pregnancy, con-
ception, medicines and healing, springs and streams, ovens and hearths,
etc.

There are also a number of ways in which the influence attri-
buted to the menstruous female parallels the characteristics and activi-
ties of the female figures who symbolize the Terrible Mother Archetype.
For instance, 1ike Hecate, the menstruant (and the European witch) are
associated with the barrenness of the earth and human beings. In addi-
tion, the menstruous female, 1ike Medusa, has a petrifying gaze which
renders males immobile and impotent. Throughout the world, in cultures
far too numerous to mention there is an emphasis on the harm that can be
transmitted via the glance or the gaze of the menstruant. For instance,
among the Mae Enga of New Guinea the menstruating female is referred as
"'she with the evil eyes."22 In the Zorastrian sacred books (app. 5th
century B.C.), which I shall have much more to say about shortly, the
menstruant is described as "a fiend so violent is that fiend of menstru-
ation, that where another fiend does not smite anything with a look, it
smites with a Took."?3 In addition the menstruant and menstruation -
can also be identified with the Terrible Mother Archetype in that both
symbolically represent rot,‘decomposition and decay.. The menstruous
female and mythological females representing the Terrible Mother also
have two other activities in common - seducing and poisoning.

We know from previous discussion that menstrual poisoning

is harmful primarily to males, and that the menstrual poison is usually
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disguised in food. In this context, both Denise Paulme and Marilyn
Strathern note that throughout New Guinea and Africa the general atmos-
phere of mistrust between the sexes is in part related to the males'
fear of poisoning by menstrual b]ood.24 About this menstrual poisoning
Marilyn Strathern writes, "...thus the very persons who nourish are the
ones who poison....As a regular food provider the wife should nourish
and not destroy her husband. "25 Appropos of this statement it seems
clear, in summary, that the menstruous female is in effect a nourisher
turned poisoner, a good mother turned into a bad one; and that the witch
and the menstruant have similar powers because they are both aspects

or reflections of this primordial archetype. However, there are arche-
typal, symbolic mothers and there are real mothers who are perceived as
both good and bad. Later in this discussion I shall consider mothers in
relation to psychological explanations for the male's fear of the men-
struant and menstrual blood and related issues. At this point, however,
the following interplay of mythic themes will begin to establish the

relationship between menstrual evil and feminine evil.

Menstrual Evil and Feminine Evil

In the Zoroastrian sacred texts, in which the principles
of the Mazdaean religion are recorded, the menstruous female is described
as a "fiend" - "a work of the devil,"20 According to the Zoroastrian or
Mazdaean world view, the universe consists of two contending principies,
i.e., Good (1ight, God or Mazda, the soul) and Evil (darkness, Satan or
Uhremaun, the body). Within this cosmological scheme Uhremaun (also
referred to as Angra Mainyu) is conceived of as working to ruin the
ordered universe.?’ As the principle of evil, Uhremaun commands a host

of demons who spread disease and death on the world's human inhabitants
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The demoness Jahi, "or~ menstruation, is one of .the -
devil's helpmates. According to Mazdaean legend, Uhremaun, after having
slept for 3000 years was awakened by Jahi (menstruation) who shouted at
him,

Arise, 0 father of us all: For I shall

now cause in the world that contention

from which the misery and injury of Ahura

Mazda, and his archangels are to proceed.

I shall empeison the righteous man, the

laboring ox, the water, plants, fire, and

all creation. 'Whereupon Angra Mainyu,

starting up, kissed her on the forehead,

and the pollution called menstruation ap-

peared on the demoness...'28

A number of points can be made here: (1) The first, and most

obvious, is that the menstruating Jahi is an evil being who brings de-
struction and death to the world, i.e., she "empoisons." 1In relation
to the association between menstruation and destruction of the environ-
ment, a minor world destruction theme is also reflected in A Chao legend
(South America) in which the menstruous female offends a water diety by

29 and in an Austral-

her presence and thus brings about world cataclysm,
ian legend in which the menstruant's offense to the sacred results in
disastrous floods and torrential rains.3° (2) The second point is that
in the world of ancient Persia, apparently menstruating females mimed
Jahi's evil power for destruction, which explains why the menstruant was
believed to be the work of the devil, and thus defiling and harmful. 31
(3) In effect, Jahi represents a kind of summing up of the death-destruc-
tion-menses motif discussed previously. In terms of the association of.
the menses with death, disease and destruction, Jahi seems to represent
what might be called archetypal menstrous female.

Wost important, however, in the broader perspective, is that

there are several connective 1inks between the Jahi legend and the Eve
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and Pandora myths. Although Jahi seems to approach her task of bringing
evil into the world with a gusto and vengeance which is not assaciated with
Eve's transgression or Pandora's box, all three mythological ladies are
similar in that they are credited with unleashing upon mankind evil, sick-
ness or death. Moreover, as the actual menstruating female represents
Jahi's destruction to the world in Persian belief, so does the menstru-
ating female, in Judeo-Christian thought, represent the original sinful-
ness of Eve. Moreover, Islamictbeliefs{(derived in part from ancient
Zoroastrian texts) that females' bodies exude an evil influence, and

that they are friends of the devil,32 suggests that from the cradle of
Western civilization comes a strikingly similar evaluation of female

character.

Blood of Crime, Punishment and Guilt.

In a Morroccan myth which is remarkably similar to the Eve
myth in the Bible, menstruation is attributed to transgression on the
part of the female, i.e., Hawwa's eating of the forbidden fruit in the
garden of paradise.33 Among the Dogon of Africa a crime and punishment
theme is association with the origins of the menses is reflected in a le-
gend in which menstruation is explained as being a perpetual punishment
for primordial incest - the mating of a jackal (son) with his mother

1.34 Moreover, several New Guinea

(earth), as instigated by the jacka
Tegends attribute the origins of menstruation to either an adulterous

or incestuous act, initiated by male figures. For instance, one of these
myths tell the story of ancient times when the moon lived on the earth

in the form of a handsome boy. After many attempts to seduce different

girls he finally found one to comply. However, in the middle of what was
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apparently an adulterous act the girl's mate appeared. He cut off any
retreat by setting fire to the house. While trying to escape, the boy
(adulterer) was slain, his blood spurting in a great stream to the hea-
vens where it become the moon. In retaliation for this crime women suf-
fer a loss of blood each month. 01d women and pregnant women, however,
were absolved from the pena]ty.35

A §1ight1y different punishment theme in association with the
origins of the menses is also suggested in a story which is narrated in
the Indian Tai gi%tras. According to this tale, a female takes part of
the guilt from the legendary Indra who killed a Brahmin in batt]e.36
(Since a Brahmin represents the essence of the divine-force and is also
highest in the caste system, murder of one is a serious offense.) The
consequence of this sacrifice is that every month the female emits the
color of "Brahamana" murder, i.e., menses.

The association between the down fall of mankind attributed
to Eve and menstruation as punishment for this sin is one which appears.
again and again in Western thought. For example, in Victorian England
a physician writing on the subject of female nature was of the opinion
that females needed more forgiveness and regeneration than males because
of this original sin, thus they were given this "special secretion" to
help them atone.37 Some fifty years later, in a study of female attitudes
toward menstruation (conducted in 1938) one of the participants wrote,
"This unpleasant, disagreeable act was imposed on me for some sin of
mysterious origin committed by Mother Eve in the Garden of Eden."38
Moreover, throughout this study, females expressed the feeling that God

punished them with menstruation.

And 1o and behold, in 1973, the menses-crime and punishment
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motif crops up again, this time in the mouth of the Teading character of

a very popular television series, All in the Family.

Archie: Read your Bible. Read about Adam and
Eve. They had it pretty soft there
in Paradise. They didn't even know
they was naked. So going against di-
rect orders, she makes Adam take a bite
outta that apple. So God got sore and
told them to get out of there. So it
was Eve's fault. God cursed women with
this trouble. That's why they call it,
what do you call it, the curse.

Mike: Staight from the Reverend Archie
Bunker, the true story of menstruation.

Archie: Shhhhhhhh with that word.3?
Interestingly enough, Paula Weidiger reports that in response to Mike's
use of the word "menstruation" the producers received a flood of critical
ma11.40 Apparently, the euphemistic "curse," and the notion that it
was Eve's "fault" are more acceptable than the menstrual fact of female
biology, or "animality" as Judy Chicago calls 1'1:.41

Moreover, lest anyone think that the concept of sin did not
become the notion of neurotic guilt in psychoanalytic treatment, and most
pertinent in this context, that the disdain for the menstruating female
and blaming expressed in connection with Eve, did not filter into the
thinking of certain psychoanalysts, we find, in a psychoanalytic study of
theemotional concommitants of menstruation (1950) a description of men-
struation as "the constant curse of Eve."%2 '

In a similar vein, Merton Gi1l's choice of words in explain-
ing the reason why girls tend to form secret clubs shortly after first
menstruating reflects the same association. That is, he explains the

origins of these clubs as stemming from guilt derived from the girls'

feelings that menstruation "...is a punishment for their sins...."43 (my
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underline) Another guilt-related or “sin -ful feeling which also sup-
posedly emerges with the menstrual flow is based on the arousal of "...
feelings of aggression and resentment towards ma]es...."44 More will
be said about this formulation and others which are similar in subsequent
discussion.

However, returning to the crime and punishment motif in

association with the menses, in the Book of the It, written by George

Groddeck (an analyst who was an active correspondent of Freud's), menstru-
ation is described as the female's "brand of Cain" which "...stirs up the
castration complex...brings up the repressed poisons and dregs out of the
unconscious. ..."% Groddeck's Biblical metaphors continue and bring us
back to Eve - in this case, Eve the Temptress.

In relation to the female sexual arousal during menstruation
he observes,

The sexual passion of woman is greatly
intensified during the days of bleeding....
She attracts the man to herself in some way
or another during this period...As evidence
that this is really so, there is the curious
fact that three fourths of all cases of rape
take place during this period. In other words,
a mysterious something in the menstruating
woman throws the man into a madness in which
he no longer fears to commit the crime.

Eve tempts Adam; so it was, and is, and_shall
ever be.46 [amen] (my underling)

The negative evaluation of the menstruous aspect of feminin-
ity, which clearly reflects a condemnation of females in general in asso-
ciation with Eve, is evident in Groddeck's free associations. What
these associations also reveal, along with the content of the New Guinea,
Dogon and Indian myths just described, is a punishment theme - punishment
for male crime. While this blaming is reminiscent of the menstual blam-

ing phenomena referred to in another context, in the broader perspective
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it would seem that the inevitable fact of menstruation has served as a
kind of focusing point onto which negative feelings or evaluations of
female otherness have been projected. in both primitive and sophisticated
cultures.

In association with death and destruction, notions of men-
strual evil are part of a larger body of myth which Hays calls the Myth
of Feminine Evi].47 This larger body of myth and notions of menstrual
evil are 1ike a very ancient tree and its branches, with the Myth of
Feminine Evil the roots - gnarled,twisted, growing deeply into and
spreading widely thorughout the earth, and beliefs about menstrual evil,
the branches and leaves. On the other hand, notions of menstrual evil
seem to be the roots for the creation of the Myth of Feminine Evil.
Whichever way one wants to envision or conceptualize the direction of
this relationship, there is no doubt that it is one which has been close-
1y knit, ancient and historically and:cross-culturally pervasive.

Mary Daly calls this myth of evil a "cosmic misnaming,"48
and Eva Figes argues that the Eve myth, and others 1like it, represent

49

externalizations of male flaws. Karen Horney also viewed this attri-

bution of evil to females as a matter of projection based on the male's
underlying dread of the female's mysterious powers.50

In Judeo-Christian thought, the philosophical roots of the
evil associated with the menstrous female and the female in general,
can be traced to thedualistic world view pervasive in pre-Greek, Gnos-
tic and Christian cosmologies. The similarity within these cosmologies
is that the world is divided into two principles, good and evil. Evil

is typically associated with darkness, chaos, body and female. Good is

associated with 1ight, order, spirit and male. Moreover, within this
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view of the world the body itself has been considered a source of lesser
worth than the spirit because it imprisons the soul and presents an
obstacle to reaching the highest level of spiritual en]ightenment.S]
This kind of thinking as it entered the mainstream of Western philosophy
is usually referred to as Manicheanism.

Considering the excess physicality of the female, in associ-
ation with menstruation and childbirth, her receptivity to the higher
forms of spirituality has been judged as lacking as compared to the
male's. That is, while she may be worshipful, her basic alliance is
with carnality, materiality, the earth.52 Moreover, as Mary Doug]assﬂ3
and Gabriella Eichinger54:have pointed out in most of the major religious
traditions, the wholeness of the body is a prerequisite for religious
worship, summed up in the metaphor of the perfect container or vessel.
While it is beyond the Timits of the present discussion to deal with
this concept in detail, Mary Douglas maintains that holiness is synony-
mous with bodily wholeness or integrity. Thus, females who bleed durfng
menstruation and at childbirth, are in effect un-whole, thus unholy. for
a good part of their lives. Thus as imperfect vessels they are inferior
in the eyes of God, which are often the eyes of the men who create God's
existence.:

Returning to the notion of evil in relation to the physical-
ity and materiality of females, however, Erich Neumann writes,

In a patriarchate...the mater character of...
materia is devaluated; matter is regarded as
something of small value in contrast to the
ideal which 1is assigned to themale paternal
side. Similarly...in all gnosticizing reli-
gions from Christianity to Islam, matter be-

comes inert, negatively deominized "matter,"
as opposed to the spirit aspect of the male.55
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In this context Rosemary Reuther,56 Vern BuHough57 anﬁ
others have pointed out that the demonized aspects of female physicality
which Neumann refers to have been a major focus in the androcentric
Christian religious tradition and have made a significant contribution
to an evaluation of the female as secondary and of less worth than the
male. Rousemary Reuther writes, "The assimilation of male-female dualism
into soul-body dua]fsm in patristic theology constitutes basically the
definition of women...in the order of her nature and in the disorder of

59

her sin."58 Similarly, Simone de Beauvoir and Anne Battle=Sister™ main-

tain that it is the Manichéanistic. streak permeating Western thinking
which creates the notion of female otherness or alterity, an otherness
from the male implying not only different from, but an enemy to be
feared. In this regard Battle~Sister-writes,

...Manicheanism characterizes oppressor

rationales. Thus there tends to be a uni-

form stereotype which is applied to all

oppressed. It has to do with power. By

defining his victims as abstractly inferior,

the oppressor means to transform their con-

tingent and mutable social weakness into a

necessary inevitability. The effort involves

some bad faith; a contradiction remains. So,

while on the surface he defines them to be

weak and docile, in fantasy he attributes to

them omnigotence and an unsleeping desire to

harm him. 60

It is important to point out, however, that this dualistic

philosophy and the concommitant association of female physicality with
lesser, lower (and evil) is not limited to Western religious thinking.
In the Buddhist tradition (particularly Hiniyana) the female body is
also considered an obstacle to full spiritual awakening. Because of
this physicality females have also been considered less receptive to the

teachings of the Buddha than males. Moreover, it is the female who gives
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birth to the phenomenal world, the world which must be denied and over-
come if one is to reach the desired spiritual heights,:: which is the
goa]?] According to Charles ﬁonce’}n most of the world's major religious
traditions the female is associated with the "damned earth, which is in
turn the harbor of evil and the prison of the femim'ne."62 Moreover,
he also points out that this religious dogma is usually inseparable from
cultural attitudes and evaluations of femininity which, one can safely
assume from these remarks, is primarily negative

In relation to female physicality it is noteworthy that
within the non-Vedic Tantric Yoga tradition the body is not considered
an obstacle to the development of the spiritual. The body, and sexual
union, are considered manifestations of the divine, or visible forms of
the Brahmin principle (not be confused with a Brahmin). Thus the female's
body is not considered polluted and polluting Withinsects practicing
this form of Yoga, menstrual taboos are non-existent.63 Interestingly
enough, Heinrich Zimmer points out that within Tantric Yoga, females as
well as males may become gurus; and initiation by a female is considered
efficacious. In this context he notes that this presents a striking
contrast to the Vedic texts "...wherein women are consigned to a secon-
dary (though highly praised and sentimentalized) sphere of spiritual
competency and aspiration; the Tantrics transcend the limits of biologi-
cal and social differences."0

Various conceptual dichotomies associated with male and fe-
male, such as high/low, bad/good, chaos/order are also found throughout
the world in primitive cultures far too numerous to mention. For instance,

the female is typically associated with the below, the male with the

above; male with order and female with disorder; male with right and
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female with left; male with 1ight, female with darkness, etc6S More-
over, in a fairly recent study of verbal associations to the words right
and left, William Dumhoff reports that as it has been throughout the ages,
the category left was characteristically associated with female, profane,
dark, evil, wrong; and right with male, sacred, 1light, right.66 The
evaluations of femininity which these symbolic categorizations reflect
would seem to be self evident.

Returning again to the notion of evil and femininity, in
mythologies throughout the world, females have been held responsible
for bringing death and evil into the worid. Thus Eve, Pandora and
Jahi are joined by an international brigade of ladies who have also
been assigned similar blame. Robert Briffault 1ists, them one by one.

In the myths of North American Indians the
first women was the cause of all evil and
brought death into the world. The northern

Déne hold the same doctrine....The Eskimo also
believe that death was brought into the world
by a woman. The ancient Mexicans ascribed

all the miseries of the world to the first
woman....The first woman is regarded as having
brought death into the world by the Baila of
Rhodesia, by the natives of Calabar, by the
Baluka, the Kosai, and the natives of Equator
Station, and by the Balola of the Congo....the
Wamyamwezi believe that men would have been ]
immortal but for the first woman who introduced
death into the world. Among the Baganda the
first woman was the sister of death and the
cause of human mortality. The Kabyls of the
Sahara ascribe the origin of death to-:the ~
first woman. Woman is Tikewise held responsi-
ble for the origin of death in Melanesia. The
Igorots of Luzon have a legend to the effect
that the first woman instigated men to fight;
previously they had 1ived in peace with one
another. Woman is, in fact, universally re-
garded as having brought death into the world
and all our woe.67

Geoffrey Lienhardt points out that myths which explain the
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division of the sky (God) and earth (humans) as due to an act committed
by a female are widespread in primitive cultures. In a myth which Lien-
hardt recounts (Dinka; Sudan, Africa) two blaming theses come together,

as they do:in the Eve myth, i.e., she brings an end to immortality and
separates God from man. According to this myth the first woman was

trying to pound more grain than God had allowed for human requirement.

The women was angry and struck God and the sky with a long-handled pestle.
Offended, God withdrew from the earth apd men have since had to propiti-
ate him, especially in sickness and in death, which were unknown prior

to this act committed by the first woman.68

Derogation and Elevation:
The Play of Ambivalence

Devereux argues that in certain cultures menstruation has
been considered a sign of the elevation of the feminine rather than
its derogation. In support of his argument he cites a belief found in
Italian folklore that during menstruation the female moves up the social
hierarchy. That is, if she is a peasant, when she menstruates she is
elevated to the status of lady; if.she is a lady, she moves, symbolically,
to noble woman, and from a noblewoman to queen. Since the queen is iden-
tified with the madonna in this cultural belief system, then menstrua-
tion is noblizing in identification with this elevated religious person-
age.69

In this regard Abel and Joffee report that in Italy one of

the euphemisms for the menses is I1 Marchase Magnifico (the magnificent

marquis), a term which obviously also implies noble status in association

with menstruating, although curiously enough, the noble status of a male.’0

Moreover, in Germany a girl is supposedly told at her first menstrual flow
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that menstruation happens "...even to the Virgin Mary." Similarly,
in England a girl is told, "...even the Queen menstruates. "’

Thus these scattered bits of information would seem to indi-
cate that there is support for Devereux's argument. However, there is
another way to interpret these beliefs, a way that Devereax does not
consider. That is, the noblizing of menstruation reflected in these
beliefs, prefaced by the word "even" could just as well be interpreted
as a kind of compensatory rationale designed to placate the female for
having to put up with menstruation - an attempt to glorify the social
derogation and physical discomforts associated with the menses - to
persuade the female that despite her menstrual bleeding she is, indeed,
a noble creature...anyhow. Moreover, considering that in Germany the
vernacular terms for menstruation are so derogatory (in association with
the swinishness of pigs), the girls would haye to be told that even the
Virgin Mary menstruates to compensate for what Abel and Joffee maintain
is the "...unclean and devalued role that the menstruous woman has
played in this particular cu]ture."72

However, considered in the broader perspective, which s
the perspective of this study, what we find revealed here is another
aspect of the play of ambivalence in relation to the feminine - extreme
disdain and contempt, or elevation. As Weidiger writes, "We are alter-
nately blessed madonnas and the cursed who bleed from the uterus.“73
And as Vern Bulloughnotes, and others have pointed out, "Men have usually
tended to see women from two extremes, as the perfect mother symbolized
by Mary, or as temptress symbolized by Eve. Only rarely is she pictured
as a real Tiving human being with ideas and emotions 1ike those of

other (male) human beings."74
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Moreover, whether the female.is elevated in religious thought
(greater than human) or devaluated (Tess than human, animal and carnal),
the outcome is the same - not human. One of the masters of creating
fantasies of the feminine in the film world, Fedirico Fellini, comments,
"In our moments of exultation woman seems an angelic creature - the good
mother, madonna, the inspiring muse, everything good and helpful that
exists in this world and the other. In moments of discomfort whenever
we are desperate, the image of the woman changes and she becomes the
malignant mother, sin and the devil."75

Carol Rosenberg argues that within Christian religious -
thought, which has made a significant contribution to the‘deva1uation of
females, the motherhood of Mary is often the whitewash that covers men-

76 In addition,

struation in association with the sinfulness of Eve.
it often seems to be the case that the elevation or worship of the
"feminine" principle in religious or cultural thinking, whether in
relation to Mary, menstruation (as Devereux maintains), or salvation,
often appears to-be another kind of covering, masking basically negative
evaluations of females as people; or in religiously oriented cultures,
spiritually qimpure beings who tempt males with their lustfullness and
bring about their downfall, a view which has been clearly operative in
Christian thought.77
In relation to this tendency, an observation made by Charles

Ponéef a schq]ar of mystical religious traditions, illustrates the point
I am making here. He writes,

There appears to be a universal law, un-

fortunate in its implications, which states

that wherever you find a religious or

mystical system which exalts the feminine,

which makes of the feminine a divine attri-
bute, through which salvation may be known,



in the society where that view is pro-
mulgated you will find a proportionate
disregard of woman as a social being.

One can almost point to this fact and
postulate the existence of a law of com-
pensation. From the Virgin Mary to Shakti
to Yin and to the Shekhinah of Kabbalistic
doctrine, the case holds true. Woman as a
spiritual factor is desired, but woman as
an existant in her own right is_exemplary
of an downfallen clod of earth.78

In sum then, so far it has been established that in a wide
range of historical and cultural contexts: (1) there is a direct Tink
between the myth of feminine evil and menstrual evil, (2) the witch
and the menstruant, accorded similar destructive powers, are aspectsof
the Terrible Mother Archetype, (3) females have been attributed respon-
sibility for bringing death, destruction and woe into the world, and
(4) the latter has been associated with the spiritual downfall or the
separation of God and man. If we consider that in reality the female
brings 1ife into the world, and that she is also responsible for creat-
ing death, then it is obvious once again that female is synonymous with
Nature, and that 1ike Nature the female is gxtreme]y powerful.

In this regard Simone de Beauvoir writes,

Man seeks in woman the Other as Nature and

as his fellow being. But we know what am-
bivalent feelings Nature inspires in man.

He exploits her, but she crushes him, he is
born of her-and dies in her; she is the source
of his being and the realm that he subjugates
to . his will; Nature is a vein of gross material
in which the soul is imprisoned...she opposes
the spirit...Now ally now enemy. She appears
as the dark chaos from whence 1life wells up...
Woman sums up nature as Mother, Wife and Idea
...But more often man is in revolt against his
carnal state...the pure and active exhalation
in which he likesto recognize himself is impri-
soned in the_mud of the earth...nature has a
hold on him.79

169
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CHAPTER VI: PART II

We are dealing with stench and decay
which, as has already been established
signify nature, as opposed to culture,
but this time they are expressed in
terms -of anatomical coding. And woman
everywhere 1is synonymous with nature...
even among the matrilineal and matri-
Tocal.... ! (my unqgrline)
--Levi-Strauss

Menstrual Pollution and Concepts of
Female Pollution

The primitive.male's fear of the menstruating female has

2 in terms of a

been described by Freud, Frazer, Winstedt and Crawley
fear of being infected , by feminine weakness or infected by effeminacy..
Crawley, in particular, postulates that while in primitive males this
involves a fear of the transmission of the physical characteristics asso-
ciated with menstruation, i.e., weakness, illness, in more sophisticated
cultures it takes the form of fear of "infection by moral effeminacy."3
I am not taking issue here with this explanation of menstrual-related
fear in males, which I think is a sound possibility given what we know
about the principles of contagious magic, and the fact that physical
prowess and (male) strength have probably been essential for survival
in primitive cultures.

I am most interested in the use of the word "infection" in
association with the female. In effect, this formulation suggests an
equation which is: menstruation=disease=female. This equation can be
read in either direction, forward or reverse. It is 1like the equation

that can be drawn from Quentin Compson's definition of femininity in

The Sound and The Fury4 i.e., menstruation=female=filth. This also can
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be read in either direction.

Moreover, if we consider (1) pollution is something which by
its nature spreads like an infection, and (2) that there are far more
pollution beliefs surrounding females than males, then we might assume
that females have been viewed as more infected and infecting than males.

In addition, if we also consider that with rare exception this pollution
moves primarily in one direction - from female to ma]e,5 then we might
also conclude that over large areas of the world a two-way caste system
‘has been operative - one in which the lower caste (females)"infect" or
contaminate the higher caste {(males).

In Response, a publication devoted to Jewish culture, the editors
question the concept of Niddah (the taboos surrounding menstruation) on
exactly this basis. In this regard they write, "Is there really no
stigma attached to the concept of Tum'ah (religious impurity) especially
as practiced in the isolation of Niddah? She [Ehe fema]é] is treated,
after all, as though béaring a rather unpleasant, contagious disease."®
They comment further that the period of pollution lasting seven days
after the menstrual flow ceases "...reinforces the impression that the
menstrual blood itself has powerful contaminating properties which must
be guarded against?;7and they conclude, "It is difficult to avoid the
implication that we are dealing with the potent residue of an ancient
taboo based on...male fear; awe and repugnance toward woman's creative,
biological cyc1e."8

In a similar vein Rachel Adler notes that for unknown reasons
at a certain point in Jewish history, the positive aspects of the mikveh

in association with rejuvenation and regeneration (bathing in the "water

of 1ife") were transformed, and "The state of Niddah became a monthly
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exile from the human race (my underline), a punitive shunning of the men-

struant....The mikveh, instead of being the primal sea in which all was
made new, became the pool at which women were cleansed of their filth
and thus became acceptable sexual partners once more....Nor did it help
when rabbis [Epformég] women that their filth was spiritual rather than
physical.“9 Thus what is being strongly indicated here is that concepts
of menstrual pollution in association with infection and disease reflect
a devaluation of the feminine.

If we also consider a statement made by Mary Douglas in

Purity and_Danger, an analysis of concepts of religious po]iution and

purity, "A polluted person is always in the wrong. He [Ehé] has devel-
oped some wrong conditon...,"]0 then we might also conclude that females
in magical religious cultures throughout the world, are more wrong than

right; or as Mary Ellman writes, "Femaleness is a congenital fault

rather 1ike excema or original sin."]]

Referring to a point made earlier - that in most magical-
religious cultures the female has been categoriezed as a natural poliu-
tant, Marilyn Strathern writes,

Status may be taken not only as compounded
of various ideas to which rites and duties
are attached, but as stemming also from the
way in which roles or combinations of part-
roles are categorized or evaluated. Thus the
specification. that females are polluting de-
fines a role (woman having a duty to follow
menstrual taboog, but in addition it is an
attribution of a category "woman."...Cate-
gorizations...summarize social attitudes. 1?2
(my underline)

Thus based on Strathern's statement and Sherry Ortner's con-
tention that "...Symbolic devices such as the attribution of defilement

...may be interpreted as implicitly making a statement of inferior
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eva]uation...¥]3 then menstrual taboos and beliefs, as part of a larger
custom-belief complex. (consisting of female-related pollution beliefs
and taboos), seem to reflect a derogation of femininity.

In categorizing female as "natural" pollutant, females have
been discriminated not against but from the male because, for a good
part of their1ifetime, their sex places them in this pollution category.
Biological maleness, by contrast, is not categorically synonymous with
pollution. Looked at from this point of view, menstrual taboos, as part
of this larger custom-belief complex, are discriminatory acts, and men-
strual pollution beliefs are discriminatory beliefs.

Moreover, in this context it is interesting to note that
the root definition of the word dis/crim/ination, as the marked off por-
tion of the word suggests, implies the notion of criminality or having
comitted a crime. If we consider this,along with the fact that the pol-
Tuting person is always in the wrong,and an observation made by Curt
Nimendajd’ihat in many primitive cultures the girl at first menstruation
is treated as if she were being punished for a crime or some wrong doing,‘4
then we might conclude, once again, that females, by virtue of being bio-
Togically female, are naturally in the wrong. |

In addition, criminality implies being outside the Taw, out-
side human society, or at tﬁe margins of society, i.e., civilization.
As Rachel Adler implies, is this not what menstrual seclusion consists
of? That is, menstrual huts, much 1ike prisons and other institutions
designed for marginal (less than human) individuals who are unsafe, are
located on the outskirts of the village. It is outside of civilization,
where the female goes with her animal bleeding - the bleeding involved

in menstruation and childbirth. She goes to what Edwin Ardener calls
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the "wild" outside the boundaries of cu1ture15 Since from previous dis-
cussion we know that in New Guinea menstrual huts are in the bad (unlev-
el) part of the village, along with other representations of animality
(pig stys and 1atrines),15vthen we might conclude that there is something
less than human about the natural biological functions of females. Of
as Shulamith Firestone so aptly puts it, "Women, being biologically dis-

tinguished from men are culturally distinguished from human."17

The Menses: Disorder and Order

In Purity and Danger, Mary Douglas writes, "Defilement is

never an isolated event. It cannot occur except in view of a systematic
ordering of 1'deas."18 In this context she proposes that all societies
have symbolic categories of order and disorder which are essential to
maintaining a consistent world view, i.e., one in which cognitive (sym-
bolic) order provides a unity of experience. Those events or items which
are regarded as out of place in the symbolic order are considered pollut-
ing, and thus dangerous, because they are (1) anomolous and (2) inherent-
ly have the qualities of disorder. In essence, these anomalous events
or jtems - in this case menstruating and menstrual blood - are a threat
to a consistent world view, which consequently makes them dangerous. That
which is anomalous or out of place is put back in place or re-ordered
by means of rituats which serve to restore cognitive consistency and
allay danger.

Douglas also contends that any given system of symbolic classi-
fication must give rise to anomalies, because in all cultures these anoma-
lies, or what she sometimes calls "ambiguous events," (such as monstrous

births or menstruation) occur. She Tlists six ways in which a culture
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deals with the dangers of symbolic disorder and the resulting pollution.
The two which are the most pertinent in the present context are (1) avoid-
ance and (2) labeling dangerous. Both of these obviously apply to the
menstruous female.

According to this theory, then, menstrual blood is pol]ufing
and by association the menstruous female is a pollutant, anomalous, re-
presentative of disorder and danger, specifically, because ", ..menstrual
blood has the impossible [gnoma1oué] status of a dead person that never
11‘ved.“]g Thus the ritual purifications which the menstruous female
must perform.can be understood not only in terms of restoring ritual
purity, but also in terms of re-establishing symbolic categories of or-
der, or as Douglas puts it, restoring, "One single, symbolically consis-
tent universe."19A

Thus within this symbolic perception of the world, each month
the female disrupts the orderly universe and brings potential danger to
herself and the community in which she 1ives. Moreover, pregnancy and
childbirth also represent disorder, in that anomalous states of being
involve ' ambiguity and the unknown.20 In terms of cultural evaluations
of femaleness, then, the female's physicality defines her as an anomalous
being. As such she violates society's sense of order; and as Michelle-Ros-
aldo points out, "whatever violates a society's sense of order is seen as

threatening."Z]

The menstruant, as a representative of disorder within
this system of symbolic thought, obviously poses a threat to world ordgr,.
another indication that her power is that of the chaotic or the wild.

In European folklore one finds the beliefs that the menstru-
ant can stop clocks, break glasses from afar, snap violin or harp strings

and cause several other kinds of poltergeist-like phenomena which defy



182

the laws of physics.z2 In Europe, as well as in various preliterate
cultures, it has also been believed that the menstruant can start and
stop storms, and cause bad weather or floods. As mentioned ear]ier; in
some areas of the world the menstruant also supposedly causes natural

sources of water to dry up.23

It is my contention that the concept
underlying these beliefs is one of disorder or disruption.

Moreover, the anti-life or anti-growth influence of the men-
ses on vegetation and young children discussed previously, as well as
the sympathetic transmission of the properties of the menstrual flow
jtself (non-clotting or jelling of the foetus) to certain aspects of
the organic environment (non-jelling of puddings, non-clotting of cheese,
etc.) can also be categorized as types of disorder or disruption. What
I am proposing here is ‘that all these beliefs, i.e., starting storms,
stopping clocks (time), causing poltergeist phenomena (interference with
physical laws), disrupting the development process that would ordinarily
lead to the maturity of the foetus, as well as the maturity of vegetation,
suggest a theme of disorder. Additionally, the ability of the menstruant
to transmit disruption or disorder to nature in the ways just described
once again implies that her tie with nature is intimate; and that the
power of the menstruant is, in effect, the power of nature herself.

In the modern-day world, which is not altogether free of
sexual analogy or primitive thinking, especially in evaluating female
behavior, this menses-nature-disorder equivalency is translated into
different terms. That is, the emotions or behavior of the menstruating
female might be described as "irrational," "dangerously impaired,"24 or
"out of control." In psychoanalytic jargon the behavior of a menstruat-

ing female might be described as a regression to a pre-genital Tevel of
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sphere in association with the disorder of menstruation are fashioned
into theoretical statements such as the following, in which the menstru-
ant is seen as a source of emotional contamination to the demands of
civilization: "Menstruating women's troublesome and acting out behavior
is a source of considerable discomfort to their environment, since their
examples tempt others to relinquish their painfully acquired emotional

stabi]ity....“25 In this respect we might surmise that those who fear

the loss of painfully acquired emotional stability most are males; and"

that in the modern world,the fear that Paula Weidiger suggests males sti
experience in response to menstruating females is this emotionality. -
loreover, herein lies another aspect of the ambivalence with
which females have been regarded by males. That is, while the emotion-
ality of females is deemed desirable and valuable in relation to the
nurturance of children and the comfort of males, in its menstrual or
premenstrual aspects it is irrational, out of control, wild. How many
females have been driven into further fury when in the midst of expres-
sing anger or irritability a male's response has been "you must have
your period!" What this does, in effect, is to take the individuality
away from the feeling by placing it in the category of "due to menstru-

ation" This occurs in Ingmar Bergman's movie, Scenes From a Marriage,

when the main character's wife displays an unusual burst of anger, one
of the few expressions of defiance directed toward her spouse.

Notions of disorder and disruption in association with the
menses have also become part of theories such as the so-called "raging
hormone"?%heory of female behavior and character within which questjons

about the menstruant's emotional stability in the work world—~ her
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competence and her ability to function effectively in positions of respon-
sibility and authority are raised. In the late nineteenth century James
McGrigor Allen questioned the female's right to vote on the basis of

the "Tangour and depression" she experienced during the menses, which he
viewed as diminishing the female's capacity to make sound judgments.27

In the modern world of technology the questién about menstrual-related
competence (or incompetence) takes a different form. As Norman Mailer
writes, i

The womb was a damnable disavantage in

the struggle with men, a cranky, fouled up
bag of horrors for any woman who would
stand equal to man on modern jobs, for
technology was the domain of numbers, of
machines and electric circuits, of plastic
surfaces, static vibrations and contempor-
ary noise. Yet through all such disturbance
technology was still build in conformity
of practice ...each departure: from a uni-
form beat demanded a new expensive control.
The best operator was the uniform oper-
ator and women had that unmentionable womb,
that spongy pool, that time machine with a
curse, dam for an ongoing river of blood...
How this womb...disrupted every attempt at
uniform behavior!"Z28 [0 orde

In a fairly recent review of the effects of menstruation on
cognition and performance, Barbara Sommer concludes that there is little
if any substantial evidence to indicate that the female is incapacitated

29 In this context Germain Greer remarks,

for work during menstruation.
"Women are no more incapacitated by their menses than are men by their
drinking habits, their hypertension, their virility fears...."  Similar-
ly, while empirical studies suggest that during the menstrual and pre-
menstrual..cycley pathological “or:aberrant. behaviors such

as suicide attempts, alcohol intake, admissions to psychiatric hospitals,

. . 30a,b,c .
crime rates, etc., increase, 7t *has been noted in a number of contexts
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that males, as a group, exhibit more of this kind of aberrant behavior

31

than females. In addition, in a fairly recent review of studies of

the behayioral and psychological correlates of the premenstrual syndrome,32
Mary Parlee makes a number of important points.33
In relation to the population to whom these results can be
generalized, Parlee writes, "From knowing that crimes are 1iké1y to be
committed during certain phases of the cycle it is not possible to assume
the truth is the inverse - that women in these phases of the cycle are
more likely to commit crimes. This latter is true only for women who

will at some time commit cr‘imes."34

Obviously, this reasoning can be
applied to all aberrant or pathological behaviors associated with the
premenstrual or menstrual phases of the menstrual cycle.

Parlee also points out that negative findings are not pub-
Tished in journals, and that there have been no studies of the positive
aspects of menstruation. To my knowledge, the only recognition of the
positive aspects of menstruation within the field of psychology comes
from the Jungian analyst Esther Harding, who viewed menstruation as a
valuable opportunity for the female to get in touch with her inner
being.35 Females have reported informally (to me) that premenstrually
and during menstruation they experience bursts of creativity, increased
empathic understanding in their roles as therapists and a general sense

of "up" rather than "down." In this regard it is noteworthy that in

3
the Olympics three females won gold medals while they were menstruating.
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CHAPTER VII-

THE MENSES: REFLECTIONS ON SOCIAL ORDER, SOCIAL VALUES

God, Survival of the Species and
Psychoanalytic Theory

Menstruation is the uteEus crying
for the lack of ﬁ ?%by.
--Wiltiam:F ‘Ganong, Principles
of Medical Physiology, 1971

There is no doubt that until fairly recently, in cultures
vastly different in tradition and level of sophistication, it has been
deemed socially valuable for females to bear children and Be mothers.
This is reflected in more ways than it is possible to enumerate here.

As many anthropologists have noted, in preliterate cultures children
are greatly desired, and a woman's status is dependent on her ability
to produce a large progeny.2 In both preliterate, ancient and modern
cultures, being barren for a femé1e has been considered shameful while
for a male, sterility has been of minor importance in comparison.3
Since menstruation has been linked with fertility,-it is quite likely
that one of the reasons females in preliterate cultures have not pro-
tested the enforcement of menstrual taboos is that these taboos are
related to protection of child-bearing potential.4

To a great extent, the social value of producing many
children in preliterate, ancient and modern cultures has been practical,
i.e. high infant mortality rates. However, the social value of producing
a large progeny is also related to other factors, some practical, others

not, i.e. prestige, social power, maintaining a lineage (male ego) , %2
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usefulness of children for work, etc. Whatever the reasons, the value
has been ever present.

This value has been reflected in social customs and laws.
For instance, in magical-religious cultures taboos on abortion have
been widespread, and to have or perform an abortion has been considered
an offense to the supreme deity or a “sin."5 Thus, in this case God's
laws are definitely a mirror for social order and the reinforcement of
social roles, i.e. females bear many children and are primarily defined
as mothers. In secular societies, abortion has been considered a crime
against the state, i.e. the state, in place of God, upholds social order
and helps to maintain and reinforce sex roles. As indicated earlier,
in preliterate cultures from puberty to méhopause-—the childbearing
years--the female is subjected to many taboos, defined as religiously or
ritually impure for a good portion of her 1ife. This restricts her
entry into the religious-social-political sphere, and 1imits her formal
power, which in the social ordering of most cultures belongs to males.
By surrounding the females with such extensive taboos and restricting
entry into male realms, these taboos are also obviously the means by
which the child-bearing, mother role is reinforced and social cohesive-
ness or "order" is maintained. When a females's childbearing years are
over, then in some preliterate cultures she has been permitted to enter
the male arena and hervpfestige and power become more equal to that of
the male§ |

The widespread taboos on abortion in preliterate cultures
Jed Ford to the conclusion that females in many societies are motivated
to commit abortion. In this context he writes, "The crowning achieve-

ment of social control reveals itself when women can blind themselves
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to the disagreeable phase of pregnancy and think only of its pleasant -
aspects."-'7 Moreover, in an extensive cross-cultural study of abortion
practices in preliterate cultures Devereux takes issue with Helene
Deutsch and other psychoanalytically oriented theorists who contend that
the female's urge toward motherhood is basic, instinctive and unaffected
by social factors. He writes,

Without seeking to deny the basic human reality

of the urge toward motherhood...the fact remains

that the urge toward motherhood is a relatively

plastic one, so that in a society where children

are desired by men, women will frantically consult

oracles and undergo innumerable rites. While in

societies where too many children entail the risk

that the woman may be deserted, or where pregnancy

interferes with marital or extramarital relations

the women will abort with no psychic turmoil.8

He adds further that theintensity of the urge toward mother-
hood in preliterate cultures is to a great degree a function of male
attitudes toward fatherhood. In relation to psychoanalytic theories in
which the instinctive basis of motherhood is stressed he states, "It is
regrettable that psychoanalytic theory is not altogether free from such
cuTturally determined preconceptions."9 As we shall see shortly, the
preconceptions that Devereux is referring to in this particular context
are also reflected in psychoanalytic formulations of menstrual-cycle
related emotional changes.

Earlier I mentioned that in widespread areas of Africa the
badness of menstrual blood. its evil and religiously impure aspects,
were related to notions of menstrual barrenness. It is my contention
that one of the reasons that the menses have been regarded so negatively
in preliterate cultures is that menstruating means non:pregnant or

temporarily barren. In this context, it is interesting to note that in



three cultures in which female barrenness is not considered a source of
social shame (Ainu, Trobriand, Tikopia) (probably because producing a
large brogeny is not one of the most important social values), the
menstruant and her blood are not considered bad, evil, or dangerous,
and there are few or no formal menstrual taboos.10

As we also know from previous discussion both the witch and
the menstruant, regarded as sources of evil, have the power to control
fertility and in effect induce barrenness. Moreover, as Lederer points
out, the European witch, who was often either childless or a menopausal
female, "possessed the highest degree of the feminine quality of
changeableness and to the least degree the virtue of motherliness."11
Thus, what I am suggesting here is that the evaluations of the men-
struant and menstrual blood have been directly related to the role of
female as child bearer--a negative evaluation when that role is not
being fulfilled, i.e. temporary barrenness of menstruation. In this
regard, Janowsky speculates that there has been a survival value to
menstrual taboos; and that being put in a menstrual hut might be in-
terpreted as punishment for a wasted pregnancy. He also suggests that
menstrual taboos might have been enforced to protect the community from
females "who are angry at having been cheated of their compensation for
the disadvantage of being female."12 Thus in Janowsky's formulation we
also see a reflection of values<~.his own."

In a previous chapter I referred to a menstruation-related
ritual in which the dominant objects used were 1ike those used in
rituals for hunters and murderers. At this point I shall discuss this

ritual in detail because it illustrates the relationship between the
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cultural values I have been referring to and attitudes toward and/or
evaluations of the menstruant or menstrual blood. This discussion will
also be used as a jumping off point which will take us into the modern
world and an analysis of the ways in which formulations of the female's
response to menstruation and other phases of the menstrual cyc]é also

reflect cultural values and social norms.

The Nkula Ritual

In the Forest of Symbols, a study of symbolic ritual behavior

among the Ndembu Tribe of Northern Rhodesia, Vincent Turnegsdescribes a
ritual performed for females who have menorrhagia (excessive flow of men-
strual blood which lasts beyond a normal menstrual period). The
goal of this ritual is to promote pregnancy and coagulate the patient's
menstrual blood around the foetus in order to nourish it. The ritual
items and medicines used in this ceremony represent the procreative as-
pects of motherhood and the principle of hatri1iny. In the ritual it-
self the female is dressed in skins like a male hunter, carries a hun-
ter's bow and arrow and performs a hunter's dance. Turner points out
that the ritual items used and the behavior are all connected in one
way or another with rituals performed by male shedders of b]obd. More-
over, the red symbolism in the ritual performed for the female also has
explicit reference to violence, killing and what Turner describes as
"breach, both in the social and natural order." Turner raises the
question, why is this female patient identified with male blood-spillers?
His response is:

The field context of these symbolic objects and

items of behavior suggest that the woman, in

wasting her menstrual blood and in failing to
bear children, is actively renouncing her expected



role as a mature married female. She is behaving
like a male killer, not 1ike a female nourisher....
The situation is analogous...to the following
pronouncement in the ancient Jewish Code of Qaro,.
"Every man is bound to marry a wife in order to
beget children, and Qe who fails of this duty is
one who sheds blood.14

Overall, then, Turner sees the aim of this ritual as being
the inculcation of social values, i.e. making sure that the female ac- -
cepts her lot in 1ife as a child-bearer. Moreover, he also adds,

The symbolism suggests that the patient is
unconsciously rejecting her female role, that
indeed she is guilty; indeed, Mbayi, one term

for menstrual blood, is etymologically connected -
with Ku-baya (to be guilty), thus the norms ex-
pressed in ritual are those governing the be-
havior of mature women, which ascribe to them

the role appropriate to their sex.

I think the point is crystal clear. Not only does Turner

“explicitly illustrate the part that social values play in creating

rituals and reinforcing sex roles, his formulation also ties together
several strandé of thought presented 1inprevious chapters, primarily
those ideas and concepts proposed to explain the fear and negativity
surrounding the menstruant and menstrual blood in terms of a death or
anti-life influence. This same reinforcement of social values is also
reflected in the Yap (Micronesia) belief, that the female who violates
menstrual taboos will bé punished with excessive bleeding, while the one
who abides will be rewarded by the gods by pregnancy.16 Similarly in
Hebrew thought the man who has intercourse with a menstruant will
produce damaged offspring, while the man who avoids the menstruant, and
has intercourse at the prescribed time, which is exactly the time when
the female 1is fertile, will be blessed by a brilliant male pkogeny.

The greater social value accorded to male as opposed to female is also

obvious her'e.]7
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The Modern World

In modern Western culture we find the same normative pre-
scription in relation to the menses and the female's role as child
bearer expressed in a variety of contexts and in a variety of ways.

With reference to reinforcing or promoting the role of the female as
child bearer, one of the most explicit statements of a cultural norm is
reflected in the quotation cited at the beginning of this discussion,
i.e. menstruation is the uterus crying for the lack of a baby. The

fact that this "old saying" appears in a standard medical book of physi-
ology, (translated into six languages), a socializing agent for future
medical practitioners around the world, suggests that the message con-
tinues to be widespread. Moreover, this anthropomorphized uterus homily
has cropped up here and there in a number of different contexts, varying
slightly in wording and apparently increasing in dramatic flavor with
age,

For instance, in the early twentieth century Havelock El1lis
wrote, "Menstruation is the result of the disappointed preparation for
pregnancy."18 In 1937 Merton Gill, a Freudian analyist, wrote, "Men-
struation is the weeping of the disappointed uterus."}9 And in 1967
Erik Erikson commented that menstruation was "a crying out to heaven in
the mourning of the child."20, 21

In response to what she called the absurd description of
female emotions Kate Millet wrote, "by rough computation a woman men-
struates some 450 times in her Tife. One begins to grasp the multiple
sorrows of this many bereavements, that many children she didn't bear,
as a demographer's-nightmare."22 Erikson responded to Millet's criti-

cism, stating that what he meant to write was that this mourning over a
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lost child may or may not be a woman's experience during menstruation

(my underiine): In this regard, it is interesting to note that he ex-
plains this statement as haying been influenced by the fact that in his
~generation children did die frequently and that menstruation was like
the death of a chi]d.23 Conéidering the "survival" theory just discussed
in explaining the negative evaluation of the menstruant throughdut the
world, Erickson's explanation makes sense.

This pressure of cultural norms is also reflected in more
subtle ways. For instance, in an article appearing in a medical journal
in 1967, Eva Dodge writes, in relation to modern attitudes towards the
menses, and the notion that the girl no longer has to be inactive while
menstruating, "Frequently her energy is increased, her creative abilities
are stepped up during her period when nature is reminding her of one of
the most important functions of her body, the continual cycle of prepera-
tion for the bearing of ch1‘1dren."24

The notion that every month females despair because they -
are not pregnant is one which is reflected 1in what is considered a .
classic series of studies 6f the psychophysiological concomitants of the
menstrual cycle. In these studies, conducted by' Benedek and Rubenstein,
hortonal.changes -associatéd with the phases of the menstrual cycle, were
correlated with the dreams, free associations and transference phenamena
of fifteen females who were in psychoanalytic treatment with Benedek.25
Menstrual cycle phase was measured by taking daily basal body tempera-
tures and vaginal smears. What is pertinent here, however, is that .
Benedek postulates that when conception fails to.occur, menstruation

brings with it sad memories and depression which are supposedly triggered

by this failure to conceive.
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Based on self-reports and empiric&l studies of the menstrual
cycle, there is 1ittle doubt that some women do indeed experience de-
pression, premenstrually and menstrua11y.26ﬁ6363er, to conceptualize
this expression in terms of the mourning for loss of a child or failure
to conceive reflects the social valuing of motherhood in much the same

-27
way as the Nkyula ritual performed by the Ndembu.

Menstruation cad Sexual Arousal

In Benedek and Rubenstein's shnﬁéswomen reported that they
felt the greatest amount of sexual desire near or during the time of
their menstrual flow. However, when Benedek analyzed their dreams and
free associations she concluded that while her patients (subjects) re-
ported the most intense sexual feeling at or near menstruation, they were
actually most sexual at ovulation (mid-cycle). This conclusion was based
on the kinds of sexual feelings expressed by the women and the kinds of
feelings found in their dreams and fantasies. At ovulation, according to
Benedek, the subjects felt most loving and receptive.

In her view the "normal" menstrual cycle of the "natural”
woman is characterized by active, heterosexual strivings during the pre-
ovulatory phase of the cycle which culminates in the ovulatory phase,
the “height of biological and emotional readiness for conception. '

As Benedek describes it, at ovulation there is a surge of narcissistic
concern for the body and passive, receptive tendencies which mirror the
biological preparation for pregnancy. In her opinion the receptivity

supposedly experienced at ovulation represents the highest form of
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28
female sexual expression. In this context she writes,

The emotional cycle is always parallel to and
dependent upon the gonadal cycle. In the evo-
Tution of the sexual cycle gmenstrual cycle
woman reaches the highest level of psychoseXual
integration of which she is capable at about
the time of ovulation when her phsyiological
preparedness for conception corresponds with her
emotional preparedness for conception.29

Another psychoanalytically oriented theorist who has recently
studied the psychophysiological changes associated with the menstrual
cycle, Judith Kestenberg, has observed that lowered levels of progester-
one, premenstrually and menstrually, decisively influence neural
threshholds in that they act to lower these threshholds for incoming
stimuli. She postulates that as a result this produces a diffuse sexu-
ality which she compares to "immature phases of genitality."30

Benedek's formulation is that the reported high point of
sexual feeling is actually an expression of a lesser or lower (pregenital)
form of sexuality, characterized by an "impatient demand for sex, extro-
verted activity and urgency." This aspect of female sexuality in
Benedek's opinion is more masculine in character, while loving tenderness
combined with receptivity are more 1“(-:m1'n1'ne.31

As Weidiger so aptly points out,

Surely this conclusion is laden with value
judgments...Why should we agree that receptivity
is of higher value than extroverted activity?

It is not higher or lower, but rather another
dimension of female sexuality. To place a value
judgment on types of sexual feeling and to call
those around the time of ovuation "better" re-
flects the prejudice of an investigator who as~
sumes that when women are conforming to this

vision, that they are at the highest level of
psychosexual development 32
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Thus, in sum it is apparent that within these theories the
pressure of cultural norms is reflected in evaluationsof one kind of
sexuality as good--that which conforms to the prescribed female role
(passive, childbearing-related), and another kind of sexuality as bad
(active, non-child-bearing-related).

The fact is that certain females do experience increased
sexual urges both menstrually and premenstrually--and this arousal, most
likely hormonally and physiologically induced,33 has little to do with
survival of the species, propagation of the race or biological cues from
the female's body at ovulation telling her it is time to be passive-
receptive and to have a baby.

Menstrual Taboos, Menstrual Sexual Arousal in Females,
Concepts of Female Penis Envy and Castration Rage

I mentioned earlier that within the psychoanalytic theoretical
framework the concepts of female castration anxiety (or castration rage)
and penis envy had some bearing on the reasons proposed for the origins
of menstrual taboos and the male's fear of the menstruant. Briefly
stated, according to psychoanalytic theory, each girl passes through a
stage in which she becomes aware that she has been castrated. She desires
her father and wishes for his child as a penis substitute. Since she is
forbidden to act this out she becomes enraged at being castratéd as well
as at being prohibited from having the best substitute for a penis, i.e.
her father's child. According to the theory proposed, all this rage
is repressed but it reappears at crucial stages in the reproductive
cycle when the female re-experiences, although not consciously, her rage
at loss of a penis and the impossibility of having father's child. More-

over, she carries this penis envy with her throughout 1ife although there
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is some resolve when she bears a child, especially a male child which
is viewed as her compensation for not having a penis of her own.34"

The pertinent aspect of this theory is that during ménstru-
ation this castration anxiety-penis-envy-fury supposedly surfaces. Thus
Chadwick and others imply that the genesis of menstrual taboos can also
be explained in terms of protecting males from witnessing the rage
stemming from the female's castration anxiety, which is unconsciously
aroused by her genital bleeding, and projected onto males in the form
of anger or resentment.35 If this aspect of psychoanalytic theory is
combined with the notion that the menstruant arouses unconscious castra-
tion anxiety in the male, then the menstruous female is in effect a
double duty castrator. That is: (1) each month simply by bleeding she
arouses the unconscious castration anxiety in the male and (2) by expres-
sing her unconsciously derived castration anxiety-penis envy-rage éon-
sciously in the form of projected anger towards the male, she is acting
in a castrating manner, i.e., direct expression of anger traditionally
associated with being non-feminine.

Moreover, a third element can be added here, (3) which is
the female's sexual arousal during the menses. If the female is more
sexually aroused during menstruation she is more likely to be the sexual
aggressor, another untraditional feminine behavior within the realm of
values for females in psychoanalytic thought. Thus, this is likely to
be experienced by the male as another form of castrating behavior on the
part of the fema1e?6

If we interpret myth as a mirror for social order, and the
reinforcement of social roles, there is a case in point here which is

directly related to what I am suggesting. Based on an extensive analysis
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7z
of myths, in The Raw and the Cooked, Levi-Strauss points out that in myths

which involve the seduction of nales:by females, the outcome is poison
(i.e., myths which explain the origih of poison in the world), a
composite being of ambiguous sexuality, or a male child whose testicles
do not reach maturity;3z Thus the message is clear within this mytholog-
jcal context - when females take the "masculine" (seductive, active) role
the results are disastrous. The sexually aroused menstruant, in effect,
subverts social order, within what Lé&i-Strauss calls "a human society
which is primarily a masculine society..."3gnd in psychological terms
'gﬁeﬁ{s,a castrator. °

As Michael Balint describes it, the female who is sexually
aroused during menstruation and takes the part of the aggressor has not
been well received.39 She has been taught to "wait her turn," or in the

colloquial language of Dan Wakefield in the novel Going All the Way.,

"nice girls don't do it when they're on the rag."40 However, returning
to this three-pronged formulation of psychoanalytic thought, it is no
wonder that menstrual taboos abound everywhere. There is an extensive
Titerature which indicates that Eertain, but not all females, experience
anger and hostility during menstruation and premenstrua11y.41However,
to interpret these feelings as derived primarily from unconscious castra-
tion rage or penis envy reflects a phallocentric bias, one which has been
criticized so severely and so e1oduent1y that it does not seem necessary
to do more here than to point out that the central criticism has been that
if the female has envied anything about the penis it has been the social
privileges which go with the person who wears it, 32,43

In a provocative analysis of Freud's analysis of female penis

envy Norman-Mailer speculates that maybe...



203

Freud had displaced the trauma of his cir-
cumcision and thereby had made the grand

error of assuming that his unique set of
blocks, inhibitions, and inchoate anxieties,
plus the field of snarls between his mind and
his groin, were the universal castration com-
plex (and indeed his modest sex 1ife gives
every indication of whole areas of desire suf-
ficiently cauterized to be thought of as gone
and amputated). Yet one deprived of anything
like some average use of his genitals, it is
not inconceivable Freud made the reasonable
error of projecting his envy of other men's
penises over to women. In any case, from the
best or most unhappy motives we have inherited
the concept of penis envy.44
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NOTES: CHAPTER VII

1Princip1es of Medical Physiology (Los Altos, Calif: Lange Medical
PubTishing Co., 1971), p. 372.

2penise Paulme (ed.) Women of Tropical Africa (Los Angeles and Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1963. All the essays in this book con-
tain some reference to the importance of female fecundity and its rela-
tionship to female status and worth. With rare exception almost any
essay or study on females in preliterate cultures does contain some
reference to the importance of fecundity. As Audrey Richards, Chisungu
(London: Faber, 1956), p. 19, writes, "Fertility is intensely desired
in simpler societies." A similar emphasis is found in the Western
world, especially in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
See. e.g., Carol Rosenberg, Puberty to menopause in nineteenth century
America, Feminist Studies, 1:58-72, 1973. The importance of fecundity
is also reflected in statements such as an Italian folk statement that
after menopause, when a female is’barren, she should be "thrown in

lake with the laundry." Abel and Joffee, Cultural backgrounds of puberty,
Amer. J. Psychother., 4:90-113, 1950. ‘

3Bridget_O'Lauthn reports, for instance, that among the Mbum (Chad,
Africa) sterility and failure to bear children is considered a major
tragedy and a moral violation. On the other hand, male sterility,
while it may be blamed on crazy or foolish behavior, is not considered
a moral violation. Mediation of contradictdion: Why Mbum women do not
eat chicken, in Women, Culture and Society, eds. M.Z. Rosaldo and L.
Lamphere (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1974), p. 302.

4n this regard, Paulme, p. 13, maintains that since females are essen-
tial to the survival of the group they are surrounded by many taboos.

On the other hand, Shirley Lindenbaum postulates that extensive menstru-
al taboos in New Guinea, as one aspect of the many kinds of pollution
beliefs surrounding females, serve to minimize sexual contact between
males and females, which in turn has the function of reducing the

birth rate in areas where resources are meager and children are not
needed. She calls these-pollution beliefs a form of "ideological”

birth control. Sorcerers, ghosts and polluting women: An analysis

of religious belief and population control, Ethnology, 11:241-253, 1972.

f4agop instance, Ethel Albert, in her essay on the Rundi in Women of
Tropical Africa (p. 203) points out that the husband of a wife who pro-
duces many children is considered a "real” man of whom people speak highly.

5Caro]yn Bird points out that in Isreal barrenness was considered a shame
and a reproach. It was considered a sign of divine displeasure. Moreover,
it threatened the female's status as a wife and the only position of honor
available to females. Images of Women in the 01d Testament, in Religion
and Sexism, ed. R. Reuther (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1974), pp. 41-88.
Monique Gessain (p. 36) notes that among the Coniaqui of Africa who
consider the essential value of the female to lie in her fecundity,
childlessness is regarded as a punishment for sin. Coniaqui women, Women
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of Tropical Africa. A similar notion is also evident in India (S. Fuchs,
Birth and childhood among the Balakis, Man in India, 12:74, 1939) as it
has been throughout the world.

6This has been noted in a number of contexts. In A neglected-aspect of
social structure (Amer. J. Sociol., 45:593-94, 1940), Ralph Linton made
the observation that in many preliterate cultures ceremonial and social
barriers were let down for old women, and that patriarchal cultures are
often ruled by strong willed grandmothers. One of the reasons that fe-
males are interested in having many children (especially boys) in cer-
tain cultures is that eventually social power and prestige will come
via her sons.

The reinforcement of the child-bearing role is reflected more
subtly in terms of discouraging certain kinds of activities. For in-
stance, Margaret Mead makes the observation that among the mountain
Arapesh of New Guinea girls are taught not to think abstractly or hypo-
thetically because it will supposedly effect their reproductive poten-
tial negatively. In a totally different culture (Victorian England
and America) English and Elaine Showalter discuss the opinions expressed
in the Harvard Journal that higher education would destroy the procrea-
tive capacity of the female via overwork. Victorian Women and Menstru-
ation, in M. Vicinus, Suffer and Be Still: Women in the Victorian Era
(Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1973), pp. 35-42. There is
a certain irony in this since the concern about overwork in relation
to education expressed in this journal, and other public documents of
the period, was being voiced in an era of history when females were
being tremendously overworked and exploited in factories, which would
probably effect their reproductive capacity much more.

7A Comparative Study of Human Reproduction, Yale University Publications
in Anthropology, no. 32(New Haven: Yale University Press), p. 51.

In a siminar vein, L.L. Langness notes that among the Bena-Bena of New
Guinea females fear child birth and are prone to commit abortion (p. 164).
Largness writes, "In so far as religious beliefs stress fertility...
women's actions tend to go against the expressed intentions of-religion...
religion is strictly a male affair." (P. 171) Moreover, he points out
that women attribute the superior status of men to the fact that they

do not menstruate. Sexual antagonism in the New Guinea Highlands,
Oceania, 30:163~177, 1966. This stands in opposition to the rather ro-
mantic notion that . primitive cultureswomen take to childbirth as ducks-to water

8A Study of Abortion in Primitive Society (New York: Julian, 1955), p.
127. In relation to the repetition of a female's 1ife, or what Simone
de Beauvoir refers to as the "immanence" of females (Second Sex, passim)
E11i Maranda (p. 201) reports the following, "Lau women are well aware
that their 1ife has its limitations. In the chats they have in their
leisure hours, they often talk about the woman's lot. One women formu-
lated it this way, 'My husband makes me pregnant, I give birth and I
nurse, he makes me pregnant, I give birth and I nurse, he makes me
pregnant....'; A woman is an alien spirit, in Many Sisters, ed. C.d.
Matthiessen (London: Colliers, 1974). -

abortion, Ibid.
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]OAinu - B. Pilsudski, Pregnancy, birth and miscarriage among the inhab-
itants of Sakhaln Island, Anthropos, 5:772, 1910;* Tikopia - R. Firth,
We the Tikopia (New York: Barnes and Noble, 1957), p. 84; Trobriand -
B. MaTinowski, The Father.in Primitive Psychology (New York: Norton,
1966). Malinowski (p. 81) indicates that while sterility in females is
not approved of, it is not considered a social disgrace and does not
effect social status. Inwrelation to taboos on females in general,
Margaret Mead:-maintains that societies which have defined females pri-
marily as child bearers have far less difficulty letting down taboos -
and social barriers. Sex and Tempérament, p. 229. From a different
point of view, in Engels revisited: Women, the organization of produc-
tion and private property, Woman and Culture, p. 217, Karen Sacks sug-
gests that in preliterate cultures, "...menstrual and pregnancy restric-
‘tions are based on private property, and that they serve to symbolize

a contradiction between social production of exchange goodsand private
or familial appropriation."” : ‘

]]The Fear of Women (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1968), p. 194. Mead's
comment, “"the witch is seen as a woman who denies or is forced to deny
her child bearing and becomes a danger to all 1ife on earth," (Ibid.)
reinforces formulations duscussed in previous chapters.

12p.s. Janowsky, R. Gorney and B. Kelley, The curse - viscissitudes and
variations of the female fertility cycle, Pt.II, Psychiatric aspects,
Psychosomatics, 7:284, 1966. Janowsky et al. also suggest that menstru-
ation is not actually necessary physiologically, and can be safely elim-
inated. However, in relation to the psychological effects, the authors
express concern about the influence this might have on females who de-
pend on monthly discomfort and bleeding to validate their sexual identity.
They also worry that elimination of menstruation might add to the reduc-
tion of sex differences. (Heaven forbid!) And in a statement which is
somewhat medically-oriented, Hitlerian fashion, (when it comes to making
decisionsabout females' bodies) the authors suggest that if such menstru-
al regulation is to take place, we should deal with phenotypes and not
genotypes. For articles on this kind of menstrual regulation, the
interested reader should see, G. Davis, Menstrual regulation, Family
Planning, 21:57-59, 1972; and a more popularized revision, Judith

Ramsey, "Is Menstruation Really Necessary," Ladies Home Journal (Nov.,
1974), pp. 42-58, 128,

13Forest of Symbols (New York: Cornell University Press, 1967), pp. 41-
43.

]4Ibid., p. 42, According to de Beauvoir (Second Sex, p. 110) St. Augus-
tine wrote, "Any woman who acts in such a way that she cannot give birth
to as many children as possible as she is capable of is herself guilty
of that many murders.”

]5Forest of Symbols, p. 42.

16Mom‘ Mag, Factors Affecting Human Fertility in Non-Industrial Societies,
Yale University Publications in Anthropology, no. 66 (New Haven: Yale
University Press, 1966), p. 34.
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]7Abe1 and Joffee, Cultural backgrounds of female puberty, Amer. J.
Psychoth., 4:102, 1950, report the belief that avoidance of intercourse
will result in a brilliant male progeny. In relation to the greater
valuation of males than females, and concepts of female pollution which
have been the focus of .discussion throughout this study, it is inter-
esting to note that throughout the world the pollution period following
the birth of a girl is Tonger than for the birth of a boy. For instance,
in Japan a female is in a polluted state for 31 days after the birth of
a boy, and for 33 days after the birth of a girl. E. Norbeck, Pollution
and taboo in contemporary Japan, Sw. J. Anthro., 8:281, 1952. In cer-
tain areas of Africa, 3 days after the birth of a boy and 4 after the
birth of a girl.  G. Beresford, Man, 1928, cited by M. Periman and M.P.
Moal, Analytic Bibliography, in Women of Tropical Africa, pp. 231-93.

In the Talmud (Book of Niddah) the period of -pollution for a boy is 7
days, for a girl 14 days. In response to the question as to the reason
for this difference, the answer is that the Torah ordained it so because
on the occasion of the birth of a male child all rejoice and the female
regrets her oath[§exua1 abstinencef but on the birth of a female about
whom everybody despairs, it takes her.14 days to forget her oath (p. 218).
The implication here seems to be that if she produced a male child the
female happily breaks oaths to engage in intercourse again, while if whe
gives birth to a female child she is not so ready to break oaths. 1In the
Bible the period of pollution for a boy is 40 days and for a girl 80
days. Nag, p. 84.

In relation to this custom of "churching of women",as it was
called in Christian dominated Europe, Bernard Pursak notes that in the
early Catholic church this period of birth pollution was seen in associ-
ation with the sin of Eve. For instance, Clement of Alexandria, based on
Job 14:4, interpreted the necessity for churching as the result of every
birth representing the sinfulness of Eve so that the offspring is auto-
matically tainteds and Origen, a 3rd century Greek theologian, interpre-
ted birth pollution in association with Eve being seduced by the serpent,
who poured the poison of his sin into her and infected her posterity.
Woman: Seductive siren and source of sin? Psuedepigraphal myth and
Christian origins, in Religion and Sexism, pp. 102-102.

185tudies in the Psychology of Sex (Philadelphia: F.A. Davis, 1901),
1:95.

19Functiona] disturbances of menstruation, Bull. Menninger Clin., 7:7,
1943.

2OEric'kson, Identity. Youth and Crises, cited by Kate Millet, Sexual
Politics (New York: Doubleday, 1970), p. 218. In a similar.vein, Ethel
Albert also takes issue with Erickson for calling menopause a "permanent
scar." The unmothered mother, in The Challenge to Women, eds., S.M.
Farber and R.H.L. Wilson (New York: Basic Books, 1966), p. 148.

21The phrase, 'menstruation is the uterus weeping for the ovum that was
not fertilized," also appears in another medical text, i.e., William
Bickers, Menstrual Distress (Springfield, I11.: Thomas, 1954).

2250xual Politics, p. 218.
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230nce more the inner space: Letter to a former student, in Women and
Analysis: Dialogues on Psychoanalytic Views of Femininity, ed. Jean
Strouse (New York: Grassman, 1974, reprint ed., New York: Dell, 1975),
p. 374.

24The docter talks about menstruation, J. Amer. Med. Women's Assoc., 24:
1969; reprinted for Tampax Incorporated, Palmer, Mass.

25T. Benedek and B.B. Rubenstein, The correlations between ovarian acti-
vity and psychodynamic processes: I, The ovulative phase, Psychosom.
‘Méd., 1:245-270; and The correlations between ovarian activity and psycho-
ggnamic processes: II, The menstrual phase, Psychosom. Med., 1:461-485,
39. :

26(a)Pr'emenst\r'ua] and/or menstrual-related depression(and other fluctua-
tions in affect) are reported in studies by I. Melville and J.M. Bard-
wick, Patterns of affective fluctuation in the menstrual cycle, Psycho-
som. Med., 30:336-45, 1968; L. Gottschalk et al., Variations in magnitude
of emotion. A method applied to anxiety and hostility during phases of
the menstrual cycle, Psychosom. Med., 24:300-311, 1962; L. Rees, Psycho-
somatic aspects of the premenstrual syndrome, J. Ment. Sci., 99:62-73,
1953; M. Altman, E. Knowles and H.D. Bull, A psychosomatic study of the
sex cycle in women, Psychosom. Med., 3:199-224, 1941. And cross-cultur-
ally - 0. Janiger, R. Rittenburg and R, Kersh, Cross cultural study of
premenstrual symptoms, Psychosomatics, 4:226, 235, 1972; G. Theano, The
prevalence of menstrual symptoms in Spanish students, Brit. J. Psychiat.,
114:771-73, 1968; See Mary Parlee, The premenstrual syndrome, Psych. Bull.,
80:454-65, 1973, for a critical review of some of the studies cited here
and others not included.

zs(b)The most recent hormonally-based theory for premenstrual depression
and other fluctuations in affect associated with the premenstruum has been
postulated by E.L. Klaiber et al, Effects of estrogen therapy on plasma
MAQ activity and EEG driving responses of depressed women, Amer. dJ.
Psychiat., 128:1492-98, 1972, and C. Grant and S. Pryse-Davies, Effects
of oral contraceptives on depressive mood changes and on endrometrial
monsamine oxidase and phosphates, Brit. Med. J., 1:777-80, 1968. This
theory is based on the hypothesis that premenstrually the amount of
monoamine oxidase (MAO), a chemical substance associated with the
affective disorders of mental illness, released into the blood stream
increases, which in turn effects brain chemistry, brain barriers and
moods. Studies by Klaiber et al, and Grant and Pryse-Davies suggest
that there is a positive correlation between changing hormonal levels,
MAO activity and premenstrual affective fluctuations.

On the other hand, N.J. Gilmore, D.S. Robinson and T. Nies
(Blood monoamine oxidase levels in pregnancy and during the menstrual
cycle, J. Psychosom. Res., 15:215-20, 1971), correlated menstrual cycle
mood changes with MAO activity and concluded that there was no evidence
to indicate that altered MAQ activity is an etiological factor in the
mood changes common to the premenstrual phase of the cycle. Karen Paige
(Effects of oral contraceptives on affective fluctuations associated with
the menstrual cycle, Psychosom. Med., 33(6):513-37, 1971), shows that the
menstrual-related negative affects may be socially mediated emotional
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responses to menstruation rather than a direct consequence of physiologic
factors.,

In reaction to stereotypic views and negative evaluations of
females based on these hormonal fluctuations, Mary Ellman. (pp. 82-83),
writes, "But in the mood which is the more associated with women, hysteria
is generated from within, 1ike a hormone and 1little or no connection with
the external event is acknowledged....In general the feminine psyche sug-
gests an extreme internality to others, Tike that of a ship in a bottle.
Sealed off, the psyche undergoes various but obscure glandular changes
‘which create a semblance of reactions to reality but in fact are oblivi-
ou58§o it." Thinking About Women (New York: Harcourt Brace, Jovanovich,
1968). :

26(C)The reader interested in the :overall systemic changes associats

ed with premenstrual and menstrual phases of the menstrual cycle should
see: Katherine Dalton, The Premenstrual Syndvome (London: Heineman,
1964); A.l.. Southern and F.P. Gonzaga, Systemic changes during the men-
strual cycle, Am. J. Ob. and Gyn., 91:142-65; and Paula Weidiger, Men-
struation and Menopause (New York: Knopf, 1976), Chaps. 2 and 3.

27In this context il is interesting to take note of this comment which
appears in a study of the Kurdish of Iraq. "Due to the fact that all
women within a community Tike the Kurdish and other Muslim societies pos-
sessed the possibility of living the 1ife of a normal [ﬁw underline

woman - to be married and bear children - there has never been in
Mohammedan countries a group of matrimonially superfluous women, the

type mainly behind the Women's Movement in the West." Henry H. Hansen,
The Kurdish Woman's Life: Field Research in a Muslim Society, Iraq
(Kgbenhaven: HNational Museet, 1961), p. 184.

28Therese Benedek, Studies in Psychosomatic Medicine: Psychosexual
Functions (New York: Roland Press, 1952), pp. 144-148.

29Ibid., p. 146. In more recent studies, i.e., R. Moos, The develop-
ment of a menstrual distress questionnaire, Psychosom. Med., 30(6):853-
867, 1968, and R. Moos, Fluctuations in symptoms and moods during the
menstrual cycle, J. Psychosom. Res., 13:37-44, 1969, no evidence was
found to support Benedek's findings that passive-receptive tendencies
were associated with progesterone. The sadness of the menses, as de-
scribed by Benedek, was also not reported in either of these studies.
One of the most serious criticisms of Benedek's and Rubenstein's

studies is experimenter bias. The subjects were Benedek's patients.
Benedek also supervised the analysts who worked with eleven of the pat-
jents. Moreover, verbatim recordings of analytic sessions were not used.
Benedek relied upon interpretive notes. - In response to these criticisms
Benedek denies that her results were biased. See, T. Benedek, An inves-
tigation of the sexual cycle in women, Arch. Gen. Psychia., 8(4):311-22,
1963, for her rationale.

30Phases of adolescence, Pt. I: Antecedants of adolescent organizations
in childhood, J. Amer. Acad. Child. Psychia., 6:426-63, 1973.

3]Studies in Psychosomatic Medicine, p. 145-46.
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32Menstruation and Menopause, p. 122.

33weidiger;‘Menstruation‘and Menopause, A. Kinsey et al., Sexual Behavior
in the Human Female (New York: Pocket Books, 1970); F.J. Kane, M.A.
Lipton, J.A. Ewing, Hormonal influences in female sexual response, Arch.
Gén Psychia., 20:202-09, 1969. Masters and Johnson, Human Sexual Re-
‘sponse (Boston: Little Brown, 1966). In Human Sexual Inadequacy (Bos-
ton: Little Brown, 1970) Masters and Johnson {p. 221) suggest that
heightened sexual desire menstrually and premenstrually is probably cre-
ated by pelvic congestion due to water retention. They also note that
there is no contraindication, physically, to intercourse during menstu-
ation. (Sexual Response, p. 120)

A number of studies indicate that females mating responses
(engaging in sexual intercourse) are significantly correlated with
estrogen peaks (i.e., mid-cycle ovulation). J.R. Udry and N.M. Morris,
Distribution of coitus in the menstrual cycle, Nature, 220:593-96, 1968;
and by the same investigators, A method for validation of reported sexual
data, J. Marr. and Fam., 29:442-46, 1967. Frank Beach, interprets this
in a number of ways: (1) females, 1ike animals, may be more receptive,
proceptive and attractive to males during the ovulatory (high estrogen)
phase. However, he notes that these questions will never be answered if
investigators ask females about their feelings. He writes, "The situation
might be clearer if we dealt less with a woman's analysis of her own
feelings and paid more attention to actual sexual behavior, as we do in
studying other species." Behavioral endocrinology: An emerging disci-
pline, American Scientist, 63:179, 1975. Apparently Beach has forgotten
that it takes two to tango. That is, while measurements of sexual beha-
vior (acts of intercourse) might provide information on when in the cycle
a female has intercourse, we don't know if that means her peaks of
sexual desire are at that time, or if those are the times when the male
is willing or interested in sexual intercourse. Considering the findings
that males might be turned off to intercourse during menstruation, then
it cannot be assumed that rates of intercourse can provide definitive
in:ormation on the correlations between hormonal influences on sexual
behavior.

34Three essays on the theory of.sexuality, (1905), in Standard Edition,
Vol. VII; Female sexuality, (1931), in Standard Edition, Vol XXI; Karl
Abraham, Manifestations of the female castration complex, (1920), in
Woman and Analysis, ed. Jean Strouse (New York: Dell, 1976).

35The Psychological Effects of Menstruation (New York: MNervous and Men-
tal Health Disease .Publishing Co., 1932); S. Freud, The taboo of virgin-
ity (1913), in Standard Edition, Vol. IV., Merton Gill, Functional dis-
turbances of menstruation, Bull. Menninger Clin., 7:6-14, 1973.

3630hn Money describes the ovulatory phase as one of sexual willingness
and surrender, and the premenstrual phase as one of increased initiative,
Psychosexual differentiation, in Sex Research: MNew Developments, ed. d.
Money (New York: Holt, Rheinhart & Winston, 1965), p. 27. Apparently
this premenstrual phase is also one in which female monkies initiate
sexual behavior. That is, according to R.P. Michael and J. Herbert,
Menstrual cycle and influences on grooming behavior and sexual activities -
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in Rhesus monk1es, Sc1ence, 140:500-501, 1963, at mid-cycle, the female
is at a minimum in grooming the male; wh11e dur1ng the premenstrual and
early menstrual phase the female takes the initiative in grooming the
male.

377he Raw and the Cooked (New York: Harper and Row, 1969), p. 276.

38Ib1d In this regard Robert Murphy reports that among the Mandurucu
of South America it is the duty of all village men to gang-rape females
who take the initiative in sex, proper only for males. According to
Murphy, in preliterate cultures this is not atypical punishment for
this particular social violation. Social structure and sex antagonism,
Sw. J. Anthro., 15:93, 1959,

39¢ontribution to the psychology of menstruation, Psychoanal. Quart.,
6:346-352, 1937.

40cited by Lupton and Toth, "Out Damned Spot," Ms (Jan., 1974), p. 97.

Hsee footnotes nos. 26(a)(b)(c), this chapter. In relation to the
angry feelings that females might feel about menstruation, Norman Mailer,
in what seems to be a rare moment of compassion writes, "...it is not so
unnatural to act with rage against a mystical communion with nature
which condemns her to diapers:and the foul shock of unforgiving cramps.’
The Prisoner of Sex (New York: Bantam, 1971), p. 48.

In this regard the notion that premenstrua] tension and other
menstrual disturbances are an expression of "rejection of the feminine
role," has been criticized by Paula Weidiger, Menstruation and Menopause,
pp. 140-43; K.J. Lennane and R. J. Lennane, Alleged psychogenic disorders
in women - A possible manifestation of sexual prejudice, New Eng. J. of
Med., 288:288-92, 1973; and Karen Paige, "Women Learn to Sing the Menstru-
al B]ues," Psycho]ogy Today (Sept., 1973), 241-246. Paige reports that
females who have adopted traditional "feminine" roles are those who
often have the most premenstrual and menstrual discomfort.

42See, e.g., Margaret Mead, On Freud's view of female psychology, in
Women and Analysis, pp. 116-128; and the other essays in this book. Also
see the entire book of essays, Psychoanalysis and Women, ed. Jean Miller,
(Baltimore, Md., 1973); and Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex, pp. 33-
47. 1In terms of psychoana]ytic evaluations of masculinity and femininity
she writes, "A man is defined as a human be1ng, and a woman as a fema]e
?henevir she behaves as a human being, she is said to imitate the male.'

p. 47

43Although this penis-envy concept might be considered old hat at this
point, it remains in the consciousness of modern psychoanalytic theorists.
For instance, in an article on the impact of the menarchewonadolescents,
Marion Hart and Charles Sarnoff discuss the conflicts that arise in re-
sponse to first menstruation in terms of the girl wanting to maintain an
“iMusory penis" (psychically), to avoid the "narcissistic depletion" of
g1v1ng up the idea that she has a penis. (The impact of menarche, J. Amer.
Acad. of Child Psychia., 10:257-71, 1971). While there is no doubt that
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~girls might experience conflict at first menstruation about assuming a
feminine identity, especially in relation io having to give up the free-
dom that boys manage to maintain, to argue that the.conflict centers
around wanting to maintain an illusory penis smacks of what now seem to
be outdated and biased notions.

81pe Prisoner of Sex, p. 48.
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CHAPTER VIII

THE MENSES: REFLECTIONS ON
MALE AND FEMALE POWER

The Menses: Power and Advantage for Females

It has been noted by a number of anthropologists and other
theorists that menstrual taboos provide certain power advantages for
females. For example, Hardingl and Briffau1t2'point out that in varidus
preliterate cultures the female has used menstruation as an excuse to
avoid sex with unwanted husbands or lovers. According to Briffault,
among the Beaver Indians females frequently pretended they were men-
struating in order to avoid the sexual advances of husbands. That this
was oviously an excuse to avoid sex was revealed by the fact that while
these "menstruating" females avoided husbands, they accepted the ad-
vances of lovers.3

Similarly, Moni Nag reports that among the Kgatla Bantu of
Africa, females often avoid sexual advances of ardent lovers by pretend-
ing that they are menstruating.4 And in a fairly recent study on the
Malaita (Solomon Islands) E11i Maranda recounts the incident of a bride
who pretended that she was menstruating most of the time in order to
avoid consummation of her marriage. (She was eventually sent back to
her pareqts and the bride price refunded.)5 Abel and Joffe, and Ashley
Montagu,® point out that the Talmudic restrictions on sexual intercourse
during menstruation gave females the opportunity to pretend they were
menstruating, which they used to avoid sexual intercourse.

As noted earlier, according to Hebrew religious law a female



may obtain a divorce on the grounds that her husband made sexual ad-
vances during her menstrual period. Among the Nuer and Dogon of Africa,
sexual approaches to females during menstruation, besides being con-
sidered dangerous for males, are also regarded as disrespectful and
constitute social disgrace.7 Likewise, among the coastal Zarumo of
Tanzania Marja Liisa Swantz reports that although pollution beliefs are
no longer as stringent as they probably were in former times, a male
who insists on making sexual approaches to a menstruating female is
considered disgraceful and is brought before societal authorities for
pum’shment.8

The menstrual taboos and the belief that menstrual mana is
dangerous or polluting to males gives females in primitive cultures the
power to say "no." Moreover, it also provides them the power, in some
instances, for public redress. The practice of pretending td menstruate
in order to avoid intercourse during the menses is certainly not limited
to primitive or religious oriented societies. It has probably been used
by females cross-culturally and since time immemorial to avoid unwanted
Tove-making with a husband, a lover, or in the western world, a first
date. In modern cultures there is obviously no public redress or
punishment for the male who makes such advances, but most females know
that in most instances it is a sure fire way to deal with unwanted
sexual advances.

Another édvantageous,aspect of menstrual power is what might
be called menstrual malingering. For instance, in various preliterate
cultures females will go to menstrual huts in order to avoid work (or

to have privacy).9 In modern-day cultures females have often used

214
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menstruation as an excuse to avoid the unwanted, i.e., work, examinations,
social engagement, gym class, etc.10 To a certain extent this menstrual
malingering has contributed to the notion that the female is less com-
petent in the work world when menstruating.11
Alice Schlegel is of the opinion that in many preliterate
cultures menstruation and menstrual seclusion provide a much needed
vacation for overworked females.lZ2 Both Gabriella Eichinger and Margaret
Cormack report that in India far being considered restrictive, menstrual
taboos are considered a rest. For example, Cormack reports this con-
versation with an Indian female, speaking about her mother's reaction to
menstrual taboos: "She does get a feeling of being unclean, but the
three days of rest is very good for her and is the only rest she gets in
the month. Many husbands unwilling to do the cooking must do so.when
wives are resting. It is good for menstruating girls to have three days
rest too. It's a break for women who otherwise work very hard. That is
one reason they don't protest."13
Similarly, Eichinger recounts this report from an Indian

male, "We do not much believe in pollution but continue to observe it
by tradition. My wife, during her courses, sits in a corner and does
nothing whatsoever, but every now and then she asks me to bring her a
cup of tea or to do some service for her."14 It is interesting to com-
pare this to Morton Hunt's version of menstrual demandingness. He writes,

...woman may unconsciously "choose" any one of

a number of ailments to express resentment and

rivalry. Menstrual pain, for example, is in

many cases the result of emotional factors

rather than physical ones. What, indeed, could

be more simple and justifiable than menstrual

pain to humble the male a Tlittle. Not only

does he have to sympathize, but he must relin-
quish some of his male prerogatives. It is he
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who gets out of bed to bring her a pill, make

her hot tea, and take: care of the baby at

3 a.m. She can act cross, lose her temper,

and be more than usually illogical and impul-

sive; if at Tast he objects or bridles, she

effectively crushes him with a single sentence,

"You should have it just once."15

In certain cultures in which the consequences of :ocontact with

the menstrual discharge for the male are considered particularly harmful,
the female has a potent weapon to use against the superior physical
strength of males. For instance, Michelle Rosaldo writes, "The idea of
purity or pollution, 5o often used to circumscribe female activities,
may also be used as a basis for assertion of female power. In the
simplest case we might note that a woman who is feared often has power;
many a New Guinea man will observe his wife's wishes for fear that an
angry woman will serve him food while she is menstruating, or step over
him, letting blood drop while he s1eeps."16 Similarly Lois Paul reports
that among the Landino of Guatemala females learn that "all women have a
secret weapon [ﬁenstrual b100d7, to be used illegitimataly as a desperate
last resort to defend themselves against men's aggression."l? Moreover
as we know from previous discussion, menstrual blood, in association with

love magic and witchcraft has been used to seduce the male--in effect to

render him will-less.

Menstrual Power, Social Issues and Sex Distinctions

In terms of social power, I.M. Lewis, Esther Goody and other
anthropologists have pointed out th:at: the type of power attributed to
the witch, whether in primitive or European societies, is "illegitimate",
j.e., the power of a group in the margins of society, an oppressed or

disenfranchised group.18 In this context Marcel Mauss observes that in
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primitive cultures the biological functions of menstruation, pregnancy
and childbirth endow females with special powers, but even outside these
special states of femininity, "Women are the butt of superstitions, jural
and religious taboos which clearly mark them off as a separate class in
society...they are excluded from religious cuits and if they are admitted
they are reduced to passive roles. The only practices left to them on
their own initiative are magical ones...the magical attributes of women
are derived primarily from their social position and are more talked
about than real. Men perform magic and women are accused of it. 19
Moreover, as Geoffrey Lienhardt points out, witches who are 1iving indiv-
iduals are potentially controllable by society, but the caprices of the
environment are not.20

In terms of social power, then, fhe use of menstrual blood in
witchcraft, to either harm or seduce males, can be viewed as the use of
power in social situations in which there is little legitimate access to
formal, social-political control. In effect, this is the power of a
minority group. It is not formal, legitimate power. Interestingly
enough, it has been pointed out in a number of contexts that in societies
in which females gain access to social power, witchcraft accusations
markedly increase.21

Within the social arena then, the threat of menstrual blood
and the menstruous female can be understood in terms of the fearful
imagination of those males who have oppressed a minority group (females)
and expect retaliation; j.e., in this menstrual-related context, fear of
poisoning food via menstrual blood. As George De Vos writes, "...the

increasing exercise of power and dominance...may induce a consequent
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institutionalized fear of the restricted group."22 In relation to men-
struation, specifically, the institutionalized fear would be reflected
by the enforcement of menstrual taboos .23

As noted previously, in early and Medieval Catholic theology
the menstruant was identified with evil in that she supposedly attracted
the devil and other "unclean" spirits. In connection with the original
sin of Eve, menstruation was considered a sign of the essential sin-
fulness of the female. In terms of the social ramifications of these
beliefs, in a recent essay Clara Henning argues that females were ex-
cluded from liturgical roles in the early Catholic Church on the basis of
attributions of menstrual evil and menstrual contamination. In this
context she writes, "The male's peculiar awe and discomfort regarding
the female's menstruation is, in fact, very pronounced in the canonical
sources. It militated against an acceptance of deaconesses....” She
also adds, "Several contemporary authors are convinced that a major fac-
tor for the exclusion of women from 1iturgical roles and organizational
law Ties in this discomfort." In this regard, she quote Erling Brodersen,
who writes, "...I must emphasize that the biological fact of menstruation
is the main obstacle to women's participation in liturgical functions..."24

In a similar vein, a number of anthropologists and other
theorists are of the opinion that in preliterate cultures the emphatic
exclusion of females from the major religious cults has been based on the
fear of menstrual evil and menstrual pol]ution.25 Moreover, even in
those preliterate cultures in which females were supposedly accorded
access to positions of importance within the religious sphere, the be-

Tief that the menstruant was a source of contamination to thé sacred
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still persisted. As Sherry Ortner points out, even in North American
Indian tribes such as the Crow, among whom fema]es were awarded honor-
ific offices and major roles in the religious 1ife of the tribe, a
menstruant was still forbidden contact with sacred objects.26

On the other hand, G.A. Reichard contends that among the
Navaho the menstruous female, and the female in general, were not con-
sidered particularly contaminating to the sphere of the sacred. Yet
the Navaho, who theoretically permitted the female access to the high-
est religious office, did not permit the menstruating (or the pregnant)
female to take part in the most important religious ritual, the Hogan
rain ceremony in which prayer sticks for the Night Chant were made .2’
In addition, among the Iroquois, who have been considered a relatively
sex egalitarian society,28 we learn from Shimony that "The general
menstrual taboos arise out of the belief that menstruating women are

'poisonous' and ‘'dangerous' in contact with men, hunters, babies, preg-

nant women, medicines and ritual items ,"29 (my underline)

Phyliss Kayberry, well known for her studies of Australian
aboriginal culture, argues that among certain Australian tribes the
menstruant has not been considered contaminating to the sacred.30 How-
ever, upon reading in other source materials what the sacred consists of
in the cultures she refers to, the reason why the menstruating female
is not considered contaminating to the sacred is clear. That is, in
these cultures notions of the sacred involve blood of all kinds, but
especially the blood of females, and dream power. Males "own" the
dream power; and with it they "own" the blood of females and their
procreative power--so much so that females (and males) believe that

the females have very little to do with conception. It is the male
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who "dreams” them pregnant. Unless they are "dreamed" pregnant, fe-
males believe they will not conceive. 3!
The point her is that since the sacred revolves around
female blood, and both males and females believe that males have con-
trol over this blood through male dream power, then control of the
power inherent in menstrual blood is virtually in the hands of the
males. In most preliterate cultures this is not the situation. There-
fore, by owning or having control of what is usually considered dangerous
to the male (synonymous with the realm of the sacred),;thg male is “safe
from thegéontaminétion:and_danger of menstrual .blood.
However, more importantly there are a number of_other
points to be made here. The first is that ascribing religious or
ritual impurity to females has in effect prevented them from taking on
roles of authority, and has excluded them from positions of formal
social power. The second is that within the religious sphere there has
always been a distinct difference between male and female sacrality.
As Mircea Eliade points out, throughout the world female sacrality in-
volves the earth and universal fecundity, while male sacrality involves
spirit and transcendence--from the earth. Touching on issues discussed
in several other chapters, he writes, "In the final analysis, the ten-
sion is always between two kinds of sacrality, which are the foundétions
of two different and polar world views, masculine and feminine."32
Eliade points out further that initiation rites for boys
mark the passage from a natural.mode (that of a child) to a cultural

mode, which is typically identified with maleness, and that of the

status of a human being. By contrast, before the time of initiation the
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boy, in association with his mother and other females, is considered a
part of the profane world. And as a part of this mother-profane world
he does not share in the "human condition." In certain areas of Aus-
tralia the boy is told before initiation, "Until now you have been in
the darkness of childhood. You are Tike women and you knew nothing."33
The gﬁrl, however, remains in the world of the profane, and in the mode
of the natural. There is no passage for her into the cultural mode.
Thus‘as established previously, the female does not seem to become
fully a human being, by male standards--which are typically the criteria
of cultural value throughout the world. In relation to our Western
culture Karen Horney made the observation that, "...woman has fewer or
none of those human or cultural qualities that men hold in high es-
teem. "34
In the anthropology Titerature a distinction is often made
between sorcery and witchcraft. Although not always, but most often,
sorcery is attributed to males and witchcraft to females.3® To a
certain extent this distinction rests on conscious control of magical
power (sorcery) as opposed to "natural" unconscious magical power, such
as that associated with the menses. Thus, in effect, one kind of power
involves taking control of the environment (sorcery) and the other
(unconscious power) suggests the use of the natural power available to
females. As Mary Douglas writes, "If we find women use one kind of
power and men are thought to use another...we can suppose that the
distinction enters into the definition of .the sexes".36

Noteworthy is Mary Ellman's amusing observation about

the ways in which sex role distinctions enetered into notions of
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European witchcraft. In this context she writes,

Traditionally, magic was divided between man

and woman, exactly as the professions and trades
continue to be divided. Male magic was intel-
lectual. The men pored over portentious charts
and symbols and were visited by high ranking
devils. The women cackled and mixed vile broth
in pots. This arrangement was felicitous; the
double standard rarely furnished such lively
parts to both performers. But.of course neither
exciting approach to improper knowledge survived
later....Some nostalgia, however, is perhaps
expressed in the present male executive ambition
for charisma.37

In many preliterate cultures sorcery has been generally regarded as more
socially prestigious than witchcraft and as indicated earlier much more
within the realm of legitimate, sanctioned social power.

Thus, as both Douglas and El11man suggest, this ascription
of power enters into the definition of the sexes. About this distinc-
tion and the magic attributed to females, Simone de Beauvoir writes,

Alain said that magic is spirit drooping down
among things, an action is magical when instead
of being produced by an agent it emanates from
something passive. Just as men have always
regarded woman as the immanence of what is
given; if she produces harvests and children,
it is not by an act of her will; she is not...
transcendence, creative power, but an object
charged with fluids....The magician operates
apart from society, against the gods and the
laws, according to his own deep interests.
Now, woman is not fully integrated into the
world of men; as the other, she is opposed to
them. It is natural for her to use the power
she has, not to spread through the community

oo . of men and into the future the bold enterprise
od transcendence, but being apart, opposed,
to drag the males...into the shades of imman-
ence....The man captivated by her charms no
longer has will power, enterprise, future; he
is no longer a citizen, but mere flesh engéaved
to its desires, cut off from community...
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From Simone de Beauvoir's commentary, the formulations of
Lég%-Strauss, and other theorists discussed so far, a number of points
can be combined into summary statements about the cultural devaluation

of femininity. In The Raw and the Cooked, Lévi-Strauss uses a raw

(nature)/cooked (cultural) metaphor to establish his central thesis
which, in abbreviated form, consists of the idea that the opposition
between nature and culture is one that appears in the thinking of all
people; that throughout the world nature has been synonymous with
female and culture with male; and that the business of civilization has
always been the transformation of nature (the raw) into culture (the
cooked) .39 Within Simone de Beauvoir's framework female (nature) is
synonymous with immanence, defined as "confinement or restriction to a
narrow round of uncreative and repetitious duties.” This concept stands
in marked contrast to transcendence (male, culture) which is defined as
"freedom to engage in projects of ever widening scope that mark the
untrammeled existent."40

It is on the basis of these distinctions that De Beauvoir,
and more .recently Rosaldo, Lamphere, Ortner, and Firestone have explained
the cultural devaluation of fema]es.41 That 1is, the immanence of fe-
males is directly related to their role of giving birth and caring for
children; their subordination to the species, or biological fate, as
de Beauvoir calls it, their immersion in repetition, i.e., repeating
from day to day identical activities and producing nothing new. By
contrast, the male, whose body does not doom him to reproduction and
repetition, asserts his creativity through technology (culture). As

Ortner writes, "In doing so he creates relatively eternal,
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transcendent objects, while the woman creates only perishables--human
beings."42 In this context then the "natural" process of birth, which
happens, which involves no act of will, no project, no creativity which
goes beyond the self,in the cultural sense, is considered of less social
value than projects created by males.

Moreover, as Ortner points out, de Beauvoir's formulations
on the matter explain why male activities involving the destruction of
life (hunting and warfare) are often accorded more prestige than the
female's ability to give birth and create life. It is not killing which
is the essential factor in this evaluation. It is rather the trans-
cendental (cultural) nature of these activities--the risk.43 As de
Beauvoir writes, "For it is not in giving 1ife but in risking life that
man is raised above the animal; that is why superiority has been aciurded
by humanity not to the sex that brings forth 1ife but to that which
kills. 44

Ortner elaborates on this immanence (nature) transcendence
(culture) issue and argues that this female-nature association is com-
pounded by the fact that females are restricted to social contexts which
are associated with the category, nature. That is, in their role as
caretakers of children (who are also associated with nature--i.e., un-
civilized, "uncooked') females are seen as part of the natural mode.
Thus, ironically, while the female has the task (for a certain number
of years) of socializing the child ("cooking" him in the Straussian
jdiom), and as such she is an agent or representative of culture, via
her involvement in this socializing process, she is associated with

children (thus often seen as child 1ike) and again categorized as



part of nature. In this context Ortner comments,

It is ironic that the rationale for boys'

initiation rites in many cultures is that

the boys must be purged of the defilement

accorded from being around mother and other

women so much of the time, when in fact so

much of the women's defilement may derive

from her being around children so much of

the time.45

In this same context, Rosaldo maintains that males, who
typically remain more separate from their families than females, who
are not as embedded in and subject to the demands of immediate inter-
action, can maintain a psychological distance, a sense of privacy and
individuality which gives them more Teeway to control their social en-
vironment. She writes, "Because men can be separate, they can be
'sacred. '"46
In relation to another issue which has been the focus of

discussion thfoughout this study, i.e., the males' control of nature as
represented by female power, or vice versa, Jean la Fontaine explains
that in preliterate cultures rituals and customs surrounding the menses,
particularly at puberty, are designed to make the female's dangerous
power beneficient. He writes, "...these rituals control and harness the
reproductive power of women for the benefit of men...whose power is of
a social and not a natural order."47 Thus what is being suggested here
is that males are accorded social power and females natural power; and
that when males take control of the female (natural) power it is social-
ly useful, when they do not have control it is dangerous. Or, as
Simone de Beauvoir writes, "Human society is an antiphysis--in a sense

it is against nature; it does not passively submit to the presence of

nature but rather takes over the control of nature in its own behalf."48
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In a more contemporary context, the association between female and |
nature, the cultural devaluation of the female, and the male's need to
make a break from nature (female, mother) is somewhat crudely, but
explicitly, reflected in Norman Mailer's statement on the matter. He
writes,

...one had to alienate oneself from nature
to become a man, step out of nature, be
almost as if opposed to nature, be perhaps
directly opposed to nature, be perhaps
even the instrument of some Targer force
in that blind goat-kicking lust which
would debase females, make all women
cunts....it would not have surprised him
if the power to be male might also rest

in the power of the just-formed embryo to
pick up some confidence or detestation of
the future from the communicating waves of
the womb and the nutrients offered by the
mother, and so could have the power to em-
bark on the mightiest decision of the life
which was yet to come, the decision to
separate oneself from nature to the extent
of becoming a man.49

Menstrual Power and Mother Power

As indicated earlier, psychoanalytically oriented theorists
who have concerned themselves with explaining the male's fear of the
menstruous female have generally postulated a castration anxiety theory.
In a cross-cultural study of menstrual taboos Stephens tested this
castration anxiety thesis. Based on the results, he concluded that in
preliterate cultures there was a significant relationship between the
intensity of castration anxiety and the extensiveness of menstrual
taboos .50

In postulating this castration anxiety hypothesis Stephens

makes the assumption (based on classical analytic theory) that the
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castration threat posed by menstrual bleeding and the menstruous female
has its origins in the oedipal situation, i.e., that the fear of genital
injury aroused in the adult male by the menstruating female is derived,
developmentally, from the boy's imagined fear of punishment (castration)
by father in response to incestuous wishes and rivalrous feelings. 1In
this regard Stephens reasoned that a number of child rearing variables
would be strong indicators of the extensiveness of menstrual taboos.
Based on the assumption that several of these cultural customs or child
rearing variables involved practices which would realistically act to
increase the boy's fantasized fear of_castration by father, Stephens
postulated that they would be positively correlated with the extensive-
ness of menstrual taboos. However, his results indicated that only one
of these proved to be a significant predictor of the extensiveness of
menstrual taboos, i.e., ' .- father as main disciplinarian (.02 level of
confidence).

One of the four child rearing variables which had strong
predictive power (.01 Tevel of confidence) was the post partum sex taboo,
i.e., the taboo which prohibits the female from having sexual relations
after the birth of a child. In this regard'Stephens postulated that the
length of this taboo would be a significant factor in determining the
development of castration anxiety (and the consequent elaborateness of
menstrual taboos). He reasoned that the long post partum taboo promoted
a situation in which a strong infant-mother tie develops, one that is
highly sexualized due to the po§t partum enforcement of sexual abstin-

ence.
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That is--since the mother is deprived of having her sexual
needs met, she will tend to direct these needs toward her (male) child.
According to analytic theory, this situation is one in which the devel-
opment of castration anxiety will be maximized. Based on this reason-
ing, Stephens postulates that in the ady]t male castration anxiety will
be manifested in an inordinate fear of menstrual bleeding. The social
expression of this psychological threat is the enforcement of extensive
menstrual taboos, i.e., a social defense against the arousal of a
castration threat.

Although Stephens makes the assumption that the castration
threat is associated with the father, in a footnote he writes,

Psychoanalytic treatment mentions both

the mother and the father as possible

agents of castration. In cases where

the father is feared, we might say that

the "second part" of the Oedipus Complex

(father-son rivalry) is contributing to

the castration fantasy. When the mother

is feared, it could be that the "first

part" of the Oedipus Complex is gener-

ating castration anxiety more or less

independently. The antecedent measures

used so far {child rearing indice§]

seem most directly relevant to the

"first part."Sl
Thus in effect what is suggested here is that fears of the menstruous
female and menstrual blood originate: in a pre-Oedipal stage, and the
castration threat originates not from the fantasy of retaliation by
father, but from the incorporative (sexually seductive) aspects of the
‘relationship with mother.

It is my contention that what Stephens and others have

described as a menstrually-related castration threat in the adult male,
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is actually derived from/or is a manifestation of an earlier fear,
having to do with death, physical incapacitation (body mutilation),
powerlessness and infantilization. Support for this view is suggested
by the content and nature of the many beliefs about the magical powers
of the menstruous female which involve harm to males.

The notion that the fear of castration is derived from a
more basic fear of death is taken up by Joseph Rheingold in The

Mother, Anxiety and Death.52 He argues that the formulations of cas-

tration anxiety in early analytic theory are no longer tenable, that
these early conceptualizations rest on a too-narrow base--fear of 1it-
eral severing of the genital. He supports his argument by citing the
many theorists who have proposed that in essence the castration fear is
a death fear. Moreover, his central thesis is that the male's fear of
castration (i.e., body mutilation, death, etc.) has its origins in the
early infant-mother relationship. Thus the fear of castration, as
Rheingold defines it, is associated primarily with mother and not father.
C.D. Daly,53 a contemporary of Freud's, proposed an explana-
tion for the male's fear of the menstruating female which combines a
number of points just discussed, with several others considered previ-
ously, and one which has not been considered before. Like Bettleheim,
Daly maintained that the menstruous female was sexually arousing to the
male, but that a castration-death fear prevented him from acting out
this desire. Moreover, Daly also maintains that it is the mother's
genital bleeding which acts as an incest barrier in the Oedipal (phallic)
stage. That is, the genital bleeding is the visible proof of punish-

ment (castration and death) for having incestuous wishes for mother and



rivalrous feelings for father. In the adult male, then, the castration
threat posed by the menstruating female is derived from the unconscious
arousal of a repressed memory of mother's vagihal bleeding, which is

associated with castration/death, punishment. Daly writes, "For men,

menstruous woman is taboo because this deeply unconscious id attraction.

[éexuaj] is associated with the unconscious ego's fear of being eaten
and castrated by mother, fear through which his incestuous desires were
frustrated."®% In this regard Daly's formulations are consistent with
Rheingold's, i.e., that the castration threat originates from the
relationship with.mother.55 |

Daly also argues that while the fear of castration-death in
association with menstrual bleeding brings about the repression of in-
cest desires, it also results in anger towards the mother (matricidal
tendencies) which are projected onto females (I don't want to kill
you--you want to castrate me), which becomes the basis for the creation
of fantastic castrating females, such as the witch. Thus what can be
extrapolated from Daly's analysis of the male's fear of the menstruant
is an explanation of the developmental origins to which the attribution
of magical (witch-like powers to the menstruating female can be traced.
To a certain extent, Daly's analysis is also consistent with Jungian
theory, as we shall see shortly.

Based on Joseph Rheingo]d's56 formulation of castration
anxiety, menstrual-related castration fear can also be conceptualized
in terms of a threat to body integrity. In relation to the menses,
this is quite obviously reflected in the many beliefs surrounding

menstrual physical harm to males. Moreover, the notion that castration
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anxiety is a threat to body integrity (which is ultimately, in my
opinion, a fear of death) is suggested by certain results in Stephens'’
study. That is, Stephens hypothesized that there would be a signifi-.
cant relationship between the frequency of genital severing and genital
injury incidents in folklore and the extensiveness of menstrual taboos.
His results indicated the contrary. However, there was a highly sig-
nificant relationship between the extensiveness of menstrual taboos

(or fear of the menstruant as I prefer to conceptualize it) and all
types of physical injury in folklore (.001 level of significance).57

It has been suggested by Freud and a number of other
theorists®® that the fear of castration, in its earliest form, is
related to the anxiety surrounding separation frbm mother. 1In the
phallic-oedipal stage this separation anxiety is manifested as fear of
the severing (separation from) the genitals. In this regard, the com-
bined results of a number of anthropological studies suggest that the
male's fear of the menstruous female will be most intense in cultures
in which a number of specific social and/or psychological variables
are Operative.59 While the intensity of this fear seems to be deter-
mined by a combination of variables, one of thé most essential factors
seems to be the long post partum taboo and the strong dependency or
symbiotic attachment fostered in cultures in which the taboo exists.

As established previously, in the Jungian conceptual frame-
work the menstruous female seems to represent an aspect of the negative
Feminine Archetype, or the "Bad Mother." }p terms of the psychodynamic
aspects of this theory, fear of the menstruous female can be understood

as a projection of the male's fear of ego disso]ution,60 often
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associated symbolically with feminine mythological figures who represent
death. In my opinion this concept of ego dissolution can be understood

in terms of damage tb body integrity (menstruants' physical harm éo
males), death (another threat the menstruant poses to the male), and a
fear of re-merging with mother, which seems to occur in societies in
which a strong infant-mother tie is created by the long post partum
taboo.

Wiihin Jungian theory the symbiotic tie between mother and
infant is referred to as uroboric. It describes a stage of development
in which mother and child engage in a "participation mystique." 1In
adult 1ife the wish to return to this original state (merging, passivi-
ty) is set against a fear of ego dissolution and loss of individuality,
j.e., uroboric incest. This desire-fear ambivalence is the psychody-
namic basis for the male's ambivalence towards females. Moreover, it is
from the negative aspect of this ambivalence (fear of dissolution of the
ego) that the male creates the phantasmagorical female figures repre-
senting the Terrible Mother Archetype.61 In this context, it is my con-
tention that intense fear of the menstruant (who symbolizes an aspect of
this negative archetype) is one manifestation of a defensive reaction
against the longing to re-merge, to be dependent, to be passive. As
indicated earlier, the results of a number of anthropological studies
provide support for the explanation I am proposing.

In Kleinian terms, in adult life this close infant-mother
tie results in a paranoid-like feeling of persecution (exaggerated
fear of the destructive power of the menstruous female) in response to

dealing with separation and dependency.62 Moreover, extrapolating from



the Kleinian conceptual framework, as interpreted by Hannah Sega1;53
the male's fear of the menstruous female can be explained in terms of a
projection of the "bad breast," a projec:tion based on the male's
reaction to separation from mother. According to certain.aspects of
Jungian theory this "splitting off" would represent the feminine aspects
of self which are projected onto.the female. In this instance, the
projections involve badness and evil, and result in the devaluation of
femininity and feminine values.64

Returning to Kleinian theory, splitting-off also involves
envy and devaluation. That is, since the breast is literally every-
thing it arouses envy, which in turn engenders a wish to spoil the
source of goodness. Thus the infant (and the adult who carries these
feelings with him or her throughout 1ife) projects onto the breast the
bad, spoiling parts of himself; then there is no 10nger any need for en-
vy because that which has been made into badness (the menstruous fe-
male) is no'10nger enviable. Envy, therefore, is one kind of defense
against over-evaluation. As Segal explains it, however, this envy may
be muted to devaluation in order to protect the object (the mothering
figure or the female) from total spoiling. Thus this kind of emotional
dynamic merely lessens value. In addition, envy in its defensive
aspects can be projected as a kind of rigid over-idealization (eleva-
tion of the feminine, or the menstruous female, as Devereux suggests).
Moreover, in response to overvaluing and dependency, a third defensive
reaction is to control, express triumph or contempt6d (devaluation
or contempt for the menstruous aspect of femininity or the female,
control of and triumph over her reproductive power via ritual and

conversion of menstrual power via transgressive magic.
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While I have been discussing theoretical formulations which
explain the male's fear of the menstruating female, it would seem ob-
vious, as indicated in remarks in the parentheses, that these formula-
tions can also provide an explanation for (1) the ambivalence with
which males have typically regarded females, (2) the cultural devalua-
tion of femininity which has occurred world-wide.

In thjs regard Joseph Lubart proposes that in Eskimo culture
the devaluation of the feméTe is based on deep and prolonged wishes to
be cared for, and a perception that the female's 1ife is easier than the
male's, thus enviable. In response to giving up the soft 1ife.of at-
tachment to the mother (which boys in most preliterate cultures have to
do) to become a "man" who engages in risky and dangerous pursuits, the
male has to persuade himself that his 1ife and values are more worth-
while than the female's. Morebver, he has to deny this dependence and
longing for passivity which would make him appear unman1y.65 Thus as
Jean Briggs interprets Lubart's theories an envy-disparagement-fear pro-
cess is set in motion, or an attitude of ambivalent awe. We come back,
then, to the notion that perhaps the taboos surrounding females may be
a form of punishment--punishment for what Jean Briggs calls "the emo-
tional centrality" of females, a centrality which exists worldwide and
is based on the fact that females usually have prime responsibility for
raising ‘male children.67 Briggs maintains that both males ‘and females
experience ambivalence toward and envy of each other, but since females
do not have to make the same sharp emotional break from their mothers,
the nsychodynamic conflicts for male and female are quite different,

particularly in relation to dependency issues, the eva]uation of the
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opposite sex and the taking on of the appropriate role identity. There-
fore, while females might envy males their powerful roles in society,
the male's envy of females is more complex, more hidden, and tends to
lead to devaluation of the female.68

In relation to the universality of the psychological dynamics
involved in the male-mother tie in both primitive and sophisticated cul-
tures, and the contribution they make to the world-wide cultural devalu-
ation of the female and feminine values, Nancy Chodorow writes,

A boy in his attempt to define an elusive
masculine identification often comes to
define his masculinity largely in negative
terms, or that which is not feminine or
involved with women....Internally the boy
tries to reject his mother and deny his
attachment to her....He also tries to deny
the deep personal identification with her
that he has developed in the early years.
He does this by repressing whatever he
takes to be feminine inside himself, and,
importantly, by denigrating and devaluing
whatever he considers to be feminine in
the outside world.69

‘Summary and ImpTications

A number of the concepts presented here and in earlier dis-
cussion have been expressed succinctly in literature by both Norman

Mailer and D.H. Lawrence. In Women in Love, for instance, Lawrence

writes about Birkin, one of the main male characters, "It was intoler-
able, this possession at the hands of woman. Always a man must be
considered as the broken off fragment of a woman, and the sex was the
still aching scar of the laceration. Man must be added on woman,

before he had any real place or wholeness...."70
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On the other hand, in another part of the text, D.H. Lawrence
describes the same character as "...filled with almost insance fury at
this calm assumption of the Magner Mater, that all was hers, because she
had borne him...He had a horror of the Magna Mater. She was detest-
able."71

And in defending Henry Miller's view of females against the
attacks of Kate Millet, Norman Mailer, in his own inimitable style,
poses an explanation for the male need to devalue the female.

For he captured something in the sexuality of
men as it has never been seen before, precisely
that it was man's sense of awe before woman,
his dread of her position one step closer to
eternity (for in that step were her powers)
which made men detest women, revile them,
humiliate them, defecate symbolically upon
them, do everything to reduce them so one

might dare to enter them and take pleasure of
them....So do men Tlook to destroy every quality
in a woman which will give her the powers of a
male, for she is in their eyes already armed
with the power that she brought them forth,

and that is a power without measure...

Thus, it seems that the blood (menstrual) of the "other" is
mother's; it is Simone de Beauvoir who relates the fear of mother to
the dread of the menstruating female when she writes, in relation to the
menstrual sex taboo,

...it has been supposed that masculine energy
and vitality would be destroyed because the
feminine principle is then at its maximum of
force. More vaguely, man finds it repugnant
to come upon the dreaded essence of the mother
in the woman he possesses; he is determined to
dissociate these two aspects of femininity.
Hence the universal law prohibiting incest
expressed in the rule of exogamy or in more
modern forms; this is why man tends to keep
away from woman at the times when she is es-
pecially taken up with her reproductive role:
during her menses, when she is pregnant, in
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lactation. The Oedipus complex--which should be
redescribed--qoes.not_deng this attitude, but on
the contrary implies it./

Thus in summary, it seems that the male's fear of menstru-
ating females, as a reflection of the fgar of féma]es, and the cultural
devalﬁation of the menstruous aspect of femininity, as a reflection of
the cultural devaluation of females, are linked to the enormous psycho-
logical power of mothersover sons. Other than the theories and arguments
which have been presented so far, a theme of mother power is also re-
flected in the origin myths, found throughout the world, in which females
had the originalupower, the original secrets, which males stole and made
their.own.74 While this has been interpreted 1iterally by some, i.e.,
females once dominated society in a matriarchal phase at prehistory,75
a more likely interpretation is that offered by Elizabeth Janeway, i.e.,
that these myths répresent the original mother-infant situation in which,
indeed, mothers were all powerful.’6

In relation to mother-power, Elias Canneti points out that
females have been accorded private (informal, domestic) power in return
for public submission.”’? Since females now have more control over their
bioTogical destinies, and can make a choice about having children, they
are beginning to ask for public recognition and formal societal power.
However, females are still mothers, and for the most part they still
raise male infants. As Mailer's statement imp]ieél based on this
mother-power, no matter how many laws are passed to guarantee equal
rights or equal pay, males will continue to resent and resist the fe-

male's role of authority in the work world. Moreover, this also suggests

that females who choose to take on nositions of authority must be
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prepared for an onslaught of conscious and unconscious reactions from
males, which psychologically, without a doubt, presents a Herculean

task.
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often seems to consist of fear of poisoning
via menstrual fluid;

5. What can be gleaned from all this is what
Burton and Whiting call a psychodynamic circle
which consists of (a) a rigid separation of
the sexes, (b) a close infant-mother relation-
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EPILOGUE

...Black E1k said, 'You will notice
that everything an Indian does is in
a circle, and that is because the
power of the World always works in
circles and everything tries to be
round. -...you should know there are
no squares in Nature, not in macro-
cosm or microcosm. Nature creates in
circles. Atoms and galaxies are cir-
cular, and most organic things inbe-
tween. The earth is round. The wind
whirls. The womb is no shoe box.
Where are the corners of the egg and
the sky?...The square is the product
of logic and rationality. It was in-
vented by civilized man. It's the
work of masculine consciousness....Woman
is a round animal. The male...has used
logic as a weapon and a shield. The
whole object of logic is to square the
circle. Civilization is a...circle
squared....It's the duty of the ad-
vanced woman to teach man to love the
circle again.
--Tom Robbins, Even CowGirls
Get the Blues (Boston:
Houghton, Mifflin, 1976),
p. 305.
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