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maybe the real question is not why some women become irritah
struation, but why they aren’t angry the rest of the month, and -
others) are so quick to dismiss their irritations as being mere
PMS. This trend deflects attention away from the real problem
sufferer” might have: menstrual-cycle irregularities: chronic ¢
month-long grievances, such as family conflicts, low pay, long
housework blues. It also deflects attention away from the nor
grumpiness, sadness, weariness, and other mood changes that
have any day of the month.

and masses of blood corpuscles, which it would seem
e tisfactorily without the aid of surgical treatment.”
e E E tions seem as outdated as the old brain studies do,
dCSC“I;ise no one to learn that Heape was a militant anti-
] s rell)’ S;:r;of this attitude survives. It is much toned down, to
eszginﬂuemial’ and just as much a part of the political and
. ich it occurs.
| ‘ ;nmtilsct?u:tion as a monthly wound from which women must
v with the view of its sister sickness, menopause, are subtly
in ur language as processes that involve weakgesses, losses, gnd
‘In a dazzling analysis of the language that describes menstrgguon
opause in medical textbooks, Emily Martin showed how physmlavns,
sts, and the public have come to regard these proces§es. Menstruation
| conception; menopause is failed reproducuve. fugcuons. .
: textbooks describe the process of menstruation in terms of dep.nva;
Ultimately, the belief that menstruation and menopause are iency, loss, shedding, and sloug}’l}}’lg. Th.e f?ll 1:1 hfoglm oges CSIZETZ:SS
women is part of a larger assumption that female physiology itself i erine wall of its “hormonal support, constriction 9 Oo“d.V€.S tion
mal, deficient, and diseased. But this view is so pervasive, it is eas jiminished” supply of oxygen and nutrients, and finally 151nFeg1:?Th
that it is not the only one possible. ‘ he entire lining begins to slough, anq the menstrual flow lfglrlls: e
In fact, the idea that menstruation is a problem for women (and th ery of menstruation that Martin found in ‘textyb(‘)ok. aft?r‘text ZQ 1,s ons
ilies) is new to this century. For most of human history, from ¢ trophic disintegration: ‘ceasing,’ ‘dying,’ ‘losing,’ ‘denuding,’ an
Greeks until the late eighteenth century, medical writers assumed
and female bodies were structurally similar, and that there was nothing
ently pathological or debilitating about menstruation. (They held man
conceptions about the magical powers of menstrual blood, but that’s an
story.) For example, in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Ameri
women were believed to be biologically similar to men, menstruation
sidered a natural, unproblematic process. L
In the nineteenth century, . . . a major transformation took place in
scientific and popular views of the female body. It was no longer seen as @
ogous to the male body, but as distinctly opposite, different. Menstruz
became a symbol of that difference. Walter Heape, a zoologist at Cambri
University, wrote in his 1913 book Sex Antagonism that “the reproductive $
tem is not only structurally but functionally fundamentally different in t
Male and the Female; and since all other organs and systems of orga 7
affected by this system, it is certain that the Male and Female are essentia
different throughout.” Heape’s description of menstruation, a “severe, de
tating, periodic action,” was, dare I say, hysterical. The menstrual flow, he
wrote, leaves behind “a ragged wreck of tissue, torn glands, ruptured vessels,

DOCTORING THE FAILED FEMALE

Martin then casts her observant eye on the way textbooks describe sperm
ction and ejaculation. She finds not a whisper of information that the
ate is composed of shedded cells or any discussion of the processes (?f
ferioration and renewal in the male reproductive system. Instead, there is
celebration of the “remarkable” male reproductive physiology. As one
ook author described it, “Perhaps the most amazing characteristic of sper-
togenesis is its sheer magnitude: the normal human male may manufacture
eral hundred million sperm per day.” This gee-whiz, ain’t-it-remarkable tone
1S absent from descriptions of female reproduction. “Although this text sees
‘such massive sperm production as unabashedly positive,” Martin observes, “in
fact, only about one out of every 100 billion sperm ever makes it to fertilize
an egg: from the very same point of view that sees menstruation as a waste
product, surely here is something really worth crying about!”
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