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n anecdote: In 2008 Celeste Mergens, a

white American and member of the

Church of Latter Day Saints, was working

with an orphanage through an NGO in

Kenya—and worrying and praying for the

1400 orphans there who were struggling with basic

needs, like food, water, and cooking stoves—when

she drifted off to sleep. She woke up eureka-style.

What are the girls doing for feminine hygiene? she

asked herself (and eight years later asked a room of

more than seventy listeners at an off-site event

during the 2016 UN’s Committee on the Status of

Women gathering). She posed that question to the

assistant director of the orphanage, who told her,

“Nothing. They wait in their rooms until it is over.”

“I couldn’t imagine,” she later told the roomful

of listeners, detailing how the orphan girls sat on

pieces of cardboard until their periods were over.

Some, she said, “were being sexually exploited in

exchange for a single pad.” 

Mergens went on to found Days for Girls, an

organization that makes and distributes menstrual

kits. “Today, Days for Girls has reached more than

one million women and girls in 125+ countries with

DfG Kits and menstrual health education,” the DfG

website boasts. “This translates into over 115

million days of dignity, health, and opportunity.”

Days for Girls dovetailed with a growing

international movement among NGOs that focused

on the urgent plight of vulnerable girls, seeing them

as linchpins for social change. (And also, I’d add,

by making it about girls, rather than women, kept it

within the framework of the “deserving poor,” i.e.,

children.) Part of helping impoverished girls

succeed, the NGOs explain, is helping them

manage their periods so they have the sanitary

protection they need to stay in school and stay

healthy. The reasoning gained rapid traction, and

by January 2018, 133 campaigns in 38 countries in

the Global South—from Kenya to India to Bolivia—

focused on improved Menstrual Hygiene

Management (MHM).  

All good here, right?

Hmm, not so fast. 

Let’s wade into the murky waters of menstrual

activism—and let’s do it with the perfect guide,

Chris Bobel, who throws up a warning flare for her

fellow feminists: navigate carefully here.

Bobel is an associate professor of Women’s,

Gender and Sexuality Studies at the University of

Massachusetts and former president of the Society

for the Study of Menstrual Cycle Research (and yes,

there is such an organization—so get the snickering

out now—and it’s been around since 1977, trying to

wrest the conversation and the research on

menstruation from the slimy menstrual products

industry). She is also the author of the 2010 book,

New Blood: Third-Wave Feminism and the Politics of
Menstruation, which looks at menstrual activism

and period politics in the US.

In The Managed Body, she shifts her sharp gaze to

the Global South—a term preferred to “third

world” or “developing nations”—an area that

encompasses many countries within Asia, Central

America, South America, and Africa. 

Almost despite herself—given her empathetic

desire to challenge the status quo surrounding

periods—Bobel sees some troubling trends emerging.

Here’s her beef, albeit simplified: Aren’t we in

danger of repeating our imperialist past by

swooping in to rescue our little brown sisters from a

hygienic “crisis” that may not actually exist, solving

this “problem” with products that help keep

periods secret, and fueling rather than facing the

stigma associated with menstruation? (My words,

not hers; she is more gracious with qualifiers like

“unintentionally” and “to be fair.”)

But let’s back up. I’m going to shorthand this

because it is not really the focus of Bobel’s book, yet

it is the motivating impulse behind her critique.

Feminists, myself included, have been

challenging the culture of concealment surrounding

menstruation for two-plus decades now. In 1995

when I was first writing about it for the Village Voice,

I offered this profound analogy: “Blood is kinda like

snot. How come it’s not treated that way?” For her

part, Bobel compares menstrual products to

toothbrushes or hairbrushes. “A hairbrush is a tool

that enables us to look ‘presentable’ (civilized?); yet a

messy head of hair will not inspire the kind of finger-

pointing a menstrual stain surely will,” she writes. A

menstrual mandate remains silently on the books,

telling women they must keep their periods on the

down-low and their menstrual products discreetly

tucked.

Then, over the last decade and a half, a whole

movement has coalesced around this issue. Indeed,

a glorious red tide of activism has finally forced the

mainstream media and the US public to sit up and

pay attention to menstruators. The press has been

practically tripping over itself to interview tennis

players and artists and activists and sit-com writers

who challenge taboo by saying the word “period”

out loud. And by 2015, everyone from NPR to the

Huffington Post to Cosmopolitan was declaring 2015

the Year of the Period (or some variation of that). 

But Bobel, who has been scrutinizing menstrual

activism’s mainstreaming argues that the

movement “has also contracted both ideologically

and practically.” She insists, “A movement that

began in the West as a fight to replace menstrual

stigma with unapologetic body positivity and

unflinching challenge to the menstrual product

[industry’s] callous disregard for women’s health

and safety is now defanged.” She speculates that

the rise in activism and awareness in the US, fueled

by social media, may have primed the pump for

NGOs focused on girls in the Global South, making

MHM not only palatable to Western funders but

attractive. But, she warns, this “movement in the

Global South is similarly tame, uncritical of the

behemoth menstrual products industry, and while

it purports to challenge menstrual shame, silence,

and secrecy, it is largely a constellation of efforts to

modernize the care of menstruating bodies.” 

The trouble for Bobel begins with the very name

itself—Menstrual Hygiene Management. The

whole idea of “hygiene” implies there is something

unclean about menstruating, she says. She spends

much of the rest of the book unpacking this notion

that periods must be “managed”—and what a

properly “managed” period looks like.

B
obel, and her research assistants, began their

work by studying NGO websites and funding

materials. They went on to interview hundreds

of women on the front lines of the MHM movement

in the Global South. Bobel also traveled to Africa and

South Asia to observe and interview. Along the way,

she started noticing that just as the MHM folks in the

Global South were moving “women and girls away

from traditional practices, such as using cloth … the

promotion of cloth pads [became] an environmentally

sustainable centerpiece of Western menstrual ac-

tivism.” She notes that on college campuses in the US

menstrual activists are charting a different course.

“Back to what your granny used,” they urge. Mean-

while, in the Global South, many in the Menstrual Hy-

giene Management field are “working hard to provide

modern methods to girls and women, freeing them

from the outmoded traditional practices ‘what your

(old-fashioned) Auntie uses.’” There is also the huge

problem of waste disposal in many of the rural vil-

lages, and disposable pads would only add to that.

Bobel digs deep into the research that undergirds

the push for Menstrual Hygiene Management and

decries an “evidence base that is immature.” She
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notes that some of the foundational research

“proving” for example, that “88% of women in India

resort to using ashes, newspapers, dried leaves and

even husk sand during their periods” is weak. One

organization grabs a stat from another organization

and in a game of telephone it gets distorted, with no

one checking the primary source and its credibility.

She decries a practice that is “disconnected from the

world of research, often failing to cite it properly, if at

all.” Further, she notes that hyped claims that poor

menstrual hygiene leads to urinary tract infections or

cancer, is correlative rather than causal. Poor

menstrual hygiene might lead to these problems, she

acknowledges, but so far the research is scant and

more is needed to genuinely point to causation.

Equally troubling is the sense that all of these

well-intentioned people engaged in MHM may be

simply laying the groundwork for incursions by the

corporate giants like Procter & Gamble, makers of

Tampax and Always (marketed as Whisper in

India), who are likely salivating over this massive

new market. To be fair, many of the NGOs, like

Mergens’s Days for Girls, are giving out menstrual

kits that include reusable cloth pads, and one

ingenious group is distributing underwear with a

pocket so that girls can use whatever bits of fabric

they had been using while just keeping the material

in place better. But the promotion of products to

properly “manage” their periods, and educational

material and fundraising slogans that focus on

helping girls maintain their “dignity” and

“privacy” reinforces the notion that bleeding is a

dirty little business best kept secret. 

Bobel acknowledges the appeal to funders of

providing menstrual products: “A product—

concrete, relatable, scalable—appeals to funders

and other supporters.” In the current results-driven

culture, NGOs can plainly state how many pads

they’ve distributed. Meanwhile, real education

about periods, puberty, and sexuality are, ironically,

less sexy to funders. Pads are also less controversial

than conversation. Bobel writes, “A pad is a

powerful and familiar object that draws people in

because, under the umbrella of late capitalism in

the context of patriarch, the language of

menstruation is a language of products.” She goes

on: “[M]enstruation is bounded by the vocabulary

of sexism and the grammar of capitalism. So ‘who

can imagine’ going without this essential material?” 

But, Bobel argues that:

[e]quipping girls with “better” menstrual

care does not challenge menstrual stigma, it

accommodates it. When we focus on product,

we are missing the bigger picture. In the

West, menstrual taboos and the sexist

foundation on which they are built did not

disappear as we “upgraded” our menstrual

care. Without the heavy lifting that is

menstrual normalization—a cultural shift we

in the West have still not achieved—any

menstrual care practice, whether homegrown

or imported, will still be a thing best hidden. 

At one point, Bobel describes menstrual health

as a “gateway issue,” a playful nod to the warnings

to the dangers of that “gateway drug,” weed—and

indeed goes on to describe how education about

menstruation can be “a portal to topics such as

sexual harassment and assault, dating violence, and

sexual decision-making.” This is true of puberty

education and sex education around the world.

Instructors often rely on anonymous index cards—

write down your questions about periods or anything
else, they say as they open a session—and girls and

women ask questions about everything ranging

from incest to masturbation to the amount of blood

in an average period (approximately 2.7 ounces or

“one and a half shot glasses” worth, as the National

Institutes of Health amusingly notes on its website).

These conversations are important and, if educators

are equipped to respond to them, the perfect

“gateway” for situating girls’ oppression into a

larger discussion about their bodies, their sexuality,

and their right to say both no and yes to sex.

While observing a community education session

conducted by Irise International, a social enterprise

that distributes pads, offers education, and

conducts research in Jinja, Uganda, Bobel describes

a role-playing exercise:

[T]he “mother” (played by one of the pad-

making staff) tries to convince the “father”

(played by a menstrual health educator) to

pay for EasyPad for their daughter. The role

play employs the method of “touch tag,”

where any member of the group may replace

the “mother” if she has an idea of how to

convince “father.” One “mother” makes the

point that providing their daughter with

improved menstrual care is a matter of

dignity. This line of argument seems to excite

the assembled women; it gives way to a quick

succession of “mothers” who take their turns

articulating why “father” must fund the pads

to protect their daughter and the family.

Finally, a new “mother” takes her turn. She

sits, stares into “father ’s” eyes, and states

unequivocally: “When our daughter soils her

clothes, she brings shame to our family.

People will wonder whose daughter is that

one who is careless?” This is the winning

argument in the role play. 

Bobel knows that her “American standpoint

compromises [her] understanding of the nuanced

dynamics of local norms and values” and

acknowledges she doesn’t know what is best for a

Jinja girl or how to convince a Jinja father. “But even

with these concessions,” she says, “I struggle with

any message that even hints that a stained skirt (or

the threat of some breach of the menstrual social

contract—keep it hidden, keep it quiet) somehow

reflects badly on the menstruator, and by extension

her family.” Shame, she says, “remains the

boogeyman.”

T
o return to our opening scene. Journalists

always like to open a piece with an anecdote

that quickly sketches a vivid scene to draw

readers in—say, a poor orphan that bleeds onto the

floor—and in that sense, we use the same tools as the

well-intentioned NGOs who spin simple stories to

elicit sympathy and attract funders. In one hundred

words or less, what’s the problem? Bleeding on the

floor. What’s the solution? Donate pads. 

But this kind of simplified “spectacle,” Bobel

says (with a nod to Marxist theorist Guy Debord’s

writing on the link between “spectacle” and

capitalism), “serves to consolidate and unify bits

and pieces, to flatten complexity to make it more

discernible, and thus, digestible.” Bobel calls this a

“stereotype on steroids,” where “girls and their

lived experiences are rendered monolithically.” The

danger? “The woman in this rendering is voiceless,

inactive, unable to productively (or safely) self-

advocate; she is desperate for someone else to rush

in to tell her story and solve her severe crisis.” 

So, as NGOs and Menstrual Hygiene Manage-

ment folks hurtle to the rescue, Bobel suggests they

tap the brakes, or even back up a smidge. “We must

ask if girls want or even need to be rescued,” she

says. “What do girls need?” 

Bobel extends this lively and engaging critique

in the spirit of sisterhood. She is generous and kind

in acknowledging and celebrating the complexities

of these issues, which a brief book review

precludes. Mea Culpa.

Read the book. 

Karen Houppert is the Associate Director of the

MA in Writing Program at Johns Hopkins

University, a freelance journalist, and the author of

The Curse: Confronting the Last Unmentionable Taboo.
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