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Despite a burgeoning literature addressing the embodiment of gender, comparatively
little has been written concerning the cultural significance of menstruation. It seems that
menstruation is one of the last taboos in Western society. Who can have failed to notice
the polite euphemisms that cloak this physiological function, whether it is in television
or magazine advertising or in discreetly named ‘feminine hygiene” sections of
pharmacies? Suggestions that women's bodies leak, splat and stain and that women (and,
of course, society at large) need ‘protection’ from such anxieties abound whilst
intimations that women’s ‘bits’ smell are also difficult to avoid. In recent vears,
however, there have been rumblings that menstrual taboo is under threat with some
women celebrating their periods and/or renouncing commercial products that exploit
anxieties about the visibility of menstruation (whilst reaping a healthy profit and
polluting the environment).

In 2000 Karen Houppert published The Curse, Confronting the Last Unmentionable
Taboo: Menstruarion, a lively tour de force around the gender politics of menstruation in
modern culture and the relationship between menstrual taboo and commercial, medical
and social enterprise, Elizabeth Arveda Kissling’s Capitalizing on the Curse shares similar
concerns and readers of both texts will note that some of the material and debates are
familiar. Notably, both books critique the hugely profitable sanitary business attached to
menstrual bleeding, the negative messages about women's bodies that commercial
hygiene manufacturers promote, the health risks associated with tampons, the
questionable science underpinning Pre-Menstrual Syndrome (PMS) and the growth of
a menstrual counterculture. The difference between the two texts is in their scope and
theoretical framework. Houppert’s journalism lends her narrative an energetic canter
through chronology, issues and sources; Kissling’s more scholarly text is fully referenced
and develops a careful and focused analysis of the discourses of menstruation in modern
consumer cukture. Whilst Houppert draws on the writing of Simone de Beauvoir in her
discussion of adolescence (Houppert, 2000, pp. 91-92). Kissling’s entire hypothesis is
grounded in reference to de Beauvoir’s existentialist feminism.

Staking a claim for the relevance of de Beauvoir in post-modern theory, Kissling
engages with one of de Beauvoir's most famous phrases: ‘[Qlne is not born, but rather
becomes, a woman’ (De Beauvoir, 1952, p. 302). Discourses of menstruation, Kissling
urges, suggest that women are unclean and irrational. Promoted by medical, commercial,
social and educational narrators, the language of menstruation learned from childhood
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is one that perpetually devalues femininity and identifies Woman as Other. Directly
associated with this argument is Kissling’s contention that the cultural meanings attached
to menstruation are inseparable from consumerism; even attempts to create a menstrual
counterculture tend to offer solutions to the ‘problems’ of menstruation via shopping.

The book is organized thematically. Kissling focuses first on the ways in which sanitary
products are marketed. For several decades of women’s lives, the industrial giants behind
feminine hygiene create and exploit anxieties about the visibility and odour of menstrual
blood. The sheer concept of ‘feminine hygiene’ implies that women are dirty; sanitary
products promise that although such impurity cannot be cured, it can be concealed. That
some tampons are alleged to contain carcinogenic and other harmful substances augments
Kissling’s diatribe against an industry that, literally, capitalizes on the shame associated
with menstrual bleeding. Kissling develops her arguments concerning exploitation and
pathology with an analysis of trends towards prescribing medication for the condition of
femininity, questioning whether phenomena such as Pre-Menstrual Syndrome exist
beyond usage as an umbrella term for assorted discontents and why, given the taboo of
menstruation in Western culture, such syndromes are so prevalent in cultural discourse.
Kissling offers some answers to these conundrums by establishing persuasive links
between the commodification of natural processes and a critique of the ways in which
syndromes are ‘branded” and subsequently target-marketed by pharmaceutical
companies.

Chapters addressing the representation of menstruation in television programmes and
the growth of a menstrual counterculture indicate the difficulties inherent in attempts to
portray menstruation in positive language. An analysis of TV sitcoms demonstrates that
playing menstruation for laughs does not necessarily challenge negative stereotypes of
gender whilst the use of menstruation as a symbol of maturity is fraught with trying to
escape an insidious discourse of shame. Kissling’s hopes that feminist efforts to reclaim
menstruation will succeed are circumspect, given the dominant cultural logic of late
capitalism and the overwhelming trend for women’s periods to be defined through
hygiene products. Likewise, she acknowledges that being *loud and proud’ (p. 125) about
menstruation will hardly solve women’s problems. She concludes by suggesting that
only when women manage to relate to menstruation on their own terms will they be able
to break ‘the curse’. Illustrated throughout, Capiralizing on the Curse may repeat some
familiar contentions but this should not dissuade people from reading it: this is a well-
researched, focused and thoughtful analysis of the commodification of feminine
physiology and its negative impact on understanding Woman as anything other than
Other.
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