April 2007

Periods and Question Marks [very clever title!]

How can women have an environmentally [?]  sustainable relationship with their periods?  [Good question, but “relationship” seems a bit odd.  If the question is about the environment, isn’t the relationship in question between women and the environment?] I have never heard this question posed explicitly, but I think it’s one that most women address implicitly.  I didn’t ask it explicitly until a year ago, when I realized there was more than one way to deal with menstruation.  But the first step in answering this question is to determine what sustainability means in this context.  I see it as having two parts here: one concerning the environment, one concerning women.  From an environmental perspective, Sustainability means that the products women use to manage their periods inflict minimal harm on the environment in both their creation and their disposal [good definition]; in the long term, woman should be able to use these products forever without depleting the materials they come from or causing irreversible environmental damage [women exist “forever” (at least as long as the species exists) whereas each woman does not].  So products that use renewable, reusable, and biodegradable materials are preferable to those that use nonrenewable, disposable, and enduring materials.  From a human perspective, Sustainability also means, however, that women maintain a cooperative, rather than an antagonistic, attitude toward menstruation.  To dread something that occupies a quarter or so of our lives for thirty-five years is psychologically, [culturally?] unsustainable, especially when the source of dread comes from our own bodies.  Can we find a way to address both these problems? [This is an intriguing premise, but you need to go a bit further in defining precisely what you mean in terms of this second kind of sustainability.  It is not clear to me what “cooperation” means in this context.  I think you may be getting at some sort of alienation between women and their bodies that is related to and reflected in or paralleled by the environmental unsustainability.  This requires explanation.]

First let us establish that there is, in fact, an environmental problem.  As a stroll down the politely-named “feminine hygiene” aisle of any drug store will show, by far the most common menstrual products are tampons and pads (formally known as “sanitary napkins”).  So how much environmental harm do these products cause?  Amory Lovins establishes this equation to measure energy-related harm
:

harm = population ( stuff per person ( material throughput per unit of stuff ( energy use per unit of throughput ( impact of energy use

Since my [? Not clear who is included in “our”]  focus is on material harm, the first three factors of the equation are the relevant ones.   In this case, we have an ever-expanding population, about half of whom are women [not clear what parts of population you are considering here – only U.S. women?].  If each woman of menstruating age—between approximately twelve and fifty years—uses several pads or tampons a day for about a quarter of each year (one week in every four), we don’t need exact calculations to tell us the “stuff per person” factor is huge.  (Of course, not every woman uses pads and tampons, particularly in the non-Western world, but I’m oversimplifying for the sake of the calculation [ok].)  

It is in the third factor, material throughput per unit of stuff, that environmental harm really becomes apparent.  Lovins says that the amount of resource flow needed to maintain a given stock depends on three factors: “how long products last, what they are made of, and whether such techniques as minimum-materials design, manufacturing with resource-sparing technologies, and scrap recovery are used.”  According the website of Kotex, one of the leading sellers of pads and tampons, pads are made of wood cellulose fibers and plastic such as polypropylene or polyethylene, and tampons are made of cotton and rayon with a polypropylene cover
.  Both pads and tampons are bleached.  As we see when we evaluate them using Lovins’s three measures, these products are resource-heavy.  Each pad or tampon endures only a few hours of use, but the plastics they contain will remain, essentially forever, in a landfill somewhere.  They epitomize so-called “disposable” products that are really not disposable, because all materials on our planet remain here (barring launching them into outer space, that is).  The products are also made of resource-heavy materials.  Rayon, though made from cellulose, undergoes a multi-step, environmentally damaging production process involving chemical exposures and acid baths.  The plastics, as petroleum products, are made from nonrenewable resources.  In mainstream menstrual products, even the cotton is grown using pesticides.  The bleaching process, which has no practical use, adds more chemicals to the equation.  And to my knowledge, nothing is reused or recycled.  Every term in the first half of Lovins’s equation multiplies the environmental harm these products do. [Excellent discussion here]
David Orr talks about how architecture teaches implicit lessons
.  One building in particular, he says, teaches people that location is unimportant (because it is irrelevant to the building), energy cheap and abundant (because the building uses it wastefully), and disconnectedness normal (because the building provides no information on its construction or materials).  If architecture is pedagogy, design in general may be pedagogy, too.  Pads and tampons tell us that the resources used to make them are cheap, plentiful, and can last us forever.  They tell us that we may throw away as much cotton, plastic, and rayon as we like, without consequence.  The multitude of different products with various features (applicators, wings, scents, and so on) tells women that we need specialized technology to help us manage our periods.  [Excellent analogy – indeed there are implicit lessons embodied in all of our technologies.  Seems like you might also draw on Langdon Winner here]
So are there products that teach better lessons—that do not cause so much environmental harm?  It turns out there are several.  I asked myself this question about a year ago, when my friends and I began discussing the problems with pads and tampons.  I had never really thought about it before, mainly because I didn’t realize I had choices.  Once I did think about it, though, I started exploring other options.  The first alternatives I found were organic, chlorine-free pads and tampons in recyclable and recycled packages.  While these are certainly an environmental improvement, they still teach that we may throw the products away and feel good about the fact that we can recycle the box they come in; they still create a lot of waste.  Sea sponges present a reusable alternative to tampons.  They can be used like tampons, boiled to disinfect them, and last four to eight cycles.  They obviously do not need processing.  They therefore solve some of the problems of mainstream and alternative pads and tampons, although they are not eternally reusable [but can’t one argue that no “product”  in the biological cycle is indefinitely reusable without passing through the complete decomposition process].  And if every woman in the world started using sea sponges, we may have an over-harvesting problem.  Reusable cloth pads are a third alternative.  These can last for years and can be made out of a variety of natural or synthetic materials.  Perhaps their only environmental disadvantage is that they have to be thoroughly and frequently washed.  Unfortunately, though, I found them uncomfortable.  

Finally I found what seems to me a nearly perfect solution: reusable menstrual cups.  These bell-shaped cups, made of silicone or natural rubber, are inserted like tampons but catch the flow rather than absorbing it.  They last ten years, perhaps longer, and can be cleaned with soap and water.  They come in a small cardboard box and have no other packaging.  The silicone cups do have the disadvantage of being made from nonrenewable resources—but they don’t teach us that these resources may be used excessively or carelessly.  I believe that this solution is the most sustainable of any I have found.

But as I mentioned earlier, sustainability has a human component as well as an environmental component.  In this case, a large—and, I believe, related—aspect of sustainability involves women’s attitudes toward their periods.  Women often have a rather hostile relationship with menstruation.  There may be some legitimate reasons for their hostility—some women have cramps or mood swings, for instance—but advertising and media certainly propagate the image of menstruation as an unqualified evil.  Its most common nickname, after all, is “the Curse.”  Advertising for its products abounds with euphemism and images of cleanliness and femininity: “feminine hygiene,” “sanitary napkins,” Kotex boxes emblazoned with flowers, pads and tampons bleached pristine white.  All this emphasis seems like it protests too much; companies stress cleanliness and femininity precisely because women are worried that their periods make them dirty and unfeminine [now that’s an ironic thought].  (How paradoxical that something so tied to being a woman could feel unfeminine.)  In fact, the assumption that women want to get rid of their periods has spawned a market for birth control pills that reduce or completely eliminate menstruation.  Many women dislike the idea of stopping their periods, however, a fact the New York Times deemed newsworthy.  “Rather than loathing their periods,” reads a recent article, “women evidently carry on complex love-hate relationships with them”
.  The assumption is clear: periods are problems; it is surprising that not all women want to eliminate them [not clear who you are implying assumes this].  I remember inventing elaborate codes with my friends in middle school for asking each other for a pad or tampon.  We were too ashamed to talk about it in front of other people.

How can women develop a cooperative, even affectionate, relationship with menstruation—and might it be related to developing a cooperative, affectionate relationship with the environment? [It is interesting to me how you anthropomorphize a biological process – relationship, hostility, affection – these are terms that generally apply to relationships between humans and other beings.]  Wendell Berry, observing Americans’ opposition to nature, notes that “this opposition is ultimately destructive even of ourselves”
.  In this case, the way many women deal with their periods is directly destructive both of nature and of themselves.  Vandana Shiva equates societies’ treatment of women with their treatment of nature
.  She talks about how patriarchal societies devalue the production of both and introduce new forms of domination over them under the guise of “progress” and “modernization.”  I doubt that Shiva would be surprised that the most common methods of managing our periods—the only methods I knew of for years—are destructive to the environment [yes, there is a strong parallel here].  It is not unrelated, I think, that we are made to feel ashamed of our periods [who/what is it that generates this shame?  It strikes me that this is worth exploring.  For instance, perhaps an argument can be made that this is merely an effective means of marketing products.  My guess is that it is much deeper than that and can be traced back before the industrial revolution and emergence of capitalism].  The fact that there is so little dialogue about menstruation means that it can be difficult to find out about alternatives to what we see in the drugstore.

I believe that making our bodies cooperate with the environment [evocative, but precisely what does this mean?], rather than harm it, can improve our attitudes toward our periods.  Alternative menstrual products hold a lot of word-of-mouth power [?].  At least five of my friends now use menstrual cups, and we all have the zeal of the converted—as do the 283 members of the Facebook group “Starting a revolution, one DivaCup at a time” (DivaCup is a brand of menstrual cup).  I have never heard anyone speak affectionately about pads or tampons.  It may be hard to understand why women would get excited over a hygienic product; I think it illustrates how happy we are to be turning something destructive back into something positive [isn’t this in part about empowerment – taking control over something that you previously  felt powerless to address].  Lovins talks about using nature to find elegant solutions that solve many problems simultaneously, instead of using complicated chains of technology to find solutions that create more problems [great connection to make].  Pads and tampons exemplify “solutions” that create new problems; menstrual cups are an elegant solution.  Not only do they nearly eliminate waste, they are durable and portable, save women a lot of money over the years, have never been linked to Toxic Shock Syndrome (as tampons have), can be worn for longer intervals than other products, and contain no potentially harmful substances. 


While I don’t think menstrual cups are the only way for women to have a sustainable relationship with our periods, I do think whatever method we use must satisfy both environmental and spiritual sustainability [spiritual sustainability definitely needs a definition!].  I see the two as intertwined: we cannot feel good about menstruating as long as it is environmentally destructive, and we will not want to harm the environment through something that matters to us emotionally.  The first step toward sustainability is overcoming the silence surrounding this topic.  Women need to talk about the harms mainstream menstrual products inflict, and we need to know that there are alternatives.  Once we can talk about our periods openly, we can start dealing with them sustainably.
Wow!  Your essay is rich with ideas and you do an exceptional job of drawing from disparate resources discussed in this class to present your arguments.  My comments inserted in your text point out areas that I believe require clarification.  Writing and organization are good, but could be stronger.  This strikes me as an issue/topic that forms a phenomenal lens for exploring the complex relationships between cultural attitudes towards women, nature and alienation from the most basic bodily functions.  I assume you are familiar with feminist slogan, “the personal is political”?  Have you read “Fast Food Nation”? The book does a phenomenal job of examining our complete culture through the lens of fast food.  If it has not already been done, it strikes me that you have the seed here of what could be publishable essay that takes a similar approach to examining our culture.  Think about it and I would be happy to talk with you about it some time.
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Grading criteria for your question:

· Is of appropriate breadth for a 3-4 page essay – question must be narrow enough in scope to be answerable within limitations.

· Focuses on one particular issue related to your own experience (e.g. land use, power generation, human relationships, the economics of small businesses, life in Oberlin dorms and coops, etc.).
· Addresses issues of sustainability at multiple scales, including the local scale.

Grading criteria for your answer:

· Provides a thoughtful and tailored definition of sustainability for the particular issue addressed. Be certain that this definition is specific to your topic; do not provide a generic definition that applies to all things.  

· Draws extensively (and correctly cites) readings used in class.  Use at least three references from class readings.  If you draw on other sources, be certain to cite these as well. (Note that neglecting to cite ideas or text that come from other sources is a violation of academic ethics and of the Oberlin honor code).  
· Considers aspects of both scientific and human dimensions of sustainability.

· Writing is of high quality: logic is well organized; each paragraph contains a clear topic sentences; assertions and opinions are supported with evidence, conclusion draws together ideas and follows from essay; grammar is used correctly, references are appropriately cited, spelling and typographical errors are minimal.
· Writing conforms to standards outlined in “ENVS101 Writing guidelines” (also linked on home page of website).
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