Meaning and Menses: Where We're at With it All

Many women are at very embarrassed when they first get our periods (also called, "menarche"), but really shouldn't be. Some of that shame may simply come from the fact that in our modern-day culture, and in a lot of European history, a girl getting her period isn't treated very well. A lot of that attitude is based on very old notions that a woman is "dirty," and mainly in fear because before people really understood menstruation, blood of any sort meant that something was wrong with someone. That women could bleed for days and not get ill or die was a great source of fear simply because no one understood WHY that could happen. On some level, this is often the case with much of sexuality, and many people still have a hard time talking about it, but the best remedy for that is just to try and keep talking, listening and learning.

However, in many cultures and traditions, and still today, menarche -- the time at which a girl gets her period -- and menstruation are both seen as reasons for joy and celebration. Basically, your period and your menstrual cycle are a symbol of the miracle of birth and reproduction.

In some parts of Africa, when a girl gets her first period, she can stay home from school, spending the day with her female relatives who celebrate and explain her cycles, and later her friends and family give her a big party. In parts of Asia, a feast is served in her honor, or she is given new clothes. Many cultures hold great celebrations and traditional rituals, and some cultures, like Native American culture, consider menstruation to be a time of great power for women, a time for meditating and reflecting. Aboriginal men in Australia even sometimes cut their penises to copy and mimic a woman's menstruation.

Another interesting fact is the correlation between the female menstrual cycle and the cycle of the moon. The moon's cycle is the same number of days as the average menstrual cycle, and even the word "menses" is related to the original word for month, and our months used to be determined not by a number of days, but by each cycle of the moon. As noted at the Red Spot (http://onewoman.com/redspot/), "experiments have shown that women with irregular menstrual cycles have become more regular by sleeping with a soft light on in their rooms (to stand in for the light of a full moon) during the fourteenth, fifteenth and sixteenth days of their cycle, the days they would ideally be ovulating. After a few months, their cycles regulate. This is called the Dewan effect, and it seems to show a connection between light and the menstrual cycle."

All in all, finding peace and joy in your cycles will make you really feel like you and your body are working together, and it will make all of sex a lot less mysterious. Create your own rituals. On the first day of your period, find some way to celebrate it. You can use it for reflection or meditation, or even just give yourself a quiet day of your own. If you're not the quiet type, have a party! Write something, or create. Many women artists have even created art with their menses (don't you say "eeew"), and in ancient times, the time of menses was seen as a good time for prophecy, or dreaming.

Take a big step towards helping the world come back to celebrating the female. If you're a parent, prepare something special for your daughter at her first menarche. Or if you're a teen, perhaps you have a friend or sibling coming into that time who you can help to teach these things to, and help to celebrate themselves and this important time in their lives.

The Menstrual Phase:

Each of your monthly cycles starts on the first day of your period. You begin to bleed because the uterine lining that was prepared to nurture a fertilized egg is sloughed off because you did not get pregnant. It is perfectly normal to have a menstrual phase that lasts anywhere from just a couple days to seven or more days, and both light and heavy flow, or a combination of the two, are both also normal.

How can I tell I'm in this phase?

Because you're bleeding! In addition, when your flow decreases or stops, you'll notice that your vaginal secretions (you can see this on your underpants, or by putting a finger in your vagina and pulling a little from it's opening) is either hard to find at all (your vagina may be "dry") or is a little thick. It is not abnormal for it to have a brownish color during this phase, because even when your flow stops, the vagina is discarding some old blood.

The Proliferative Phase:

The proliferative phase brings about more of another hormone, estrogen, and that stimulates the lining of the uterus to ready itself to nurture a fertilized egg. It is during the proliferative phase the you ovulate: the egg is released from the ovary and begins it's travels to the uterus.

How can I tell I'm in this phase?

Some women experience a little bit of cramping during ovulation. Your vaginal secretions may be a little thick or chalky, just like in the menstrual phase.

The Secretory Phase:

This follows right after ovulation, and is when the progesterone increases, and when you may be most fertile (able to get pregnant), and continues until either the egg is fertilized, or until it is not, at which time you will begin the cycle all over again by getting your period. Many birth control specialists will recommend that even when using a good birth control method, you get in the habit of keeping from sex during ovulation (between the end of the proliferative and the beginning of the secretor phase), and a few days before and after.

How can I tell I'm in this phase?

Your vaginal secretions will get a little thinner, and have a consistency that is like an egg white. This happens because it provides the best environment for sperm to reach the egg. You may also notice that during this time, you want sex a lot more, or are more easily aroused.

Flow Chart

It's a great idea to keep track of your menstrual cycles each month, from the very start of them, especially if you are sexually active. If you keep a journal or a calendar, there is an easy system to do this. The first day of your period, just make a little red dot on your calendar. Continue the dots until you are no longer bleeding. After that, pay attention to your vaginal secretions, or discharge. When I chart, I note a "D" when my mucus is dry or thick, and an "O" when it seems thinner, a sign of being fertile. Charting your cycles will help you to best understand them, and help you be more alert when you may have any problems, and when the best time is for you to avoid sex altogether, birth control or not. Later in your life, when you want to conceive, or have a child, knowing your cycles will help you to do so most easily.
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You've got ovaries!

Eggs -- what are fertilized by sperm and create a baby, or which, when unfertilized, bring on your menses, or period -- aren't created every month, but instead mature, one at a time (in most women -- some women release more than one egg per cycle), and alternate in each ovary. That's why one month you can have a fairly mild period, but the next you can have painful cramps. The eggs in your body are held in your ovaries, and have been there since before you were born. You started with one to two million of them, and by the time you hit puberty, you have about three hundred to four hundred thousand of them left. These are the eggs that you have for the rest of your life, and when they're gone, they're gone.

When the FSH and LH stimulate an egg to maturity, the ovary that held it ruptures, and the egg is released into the fallopian tube. The little finger-like structures that appear to hold the ovary, the fimbriae, help to pull the egg into the tube. The wall of the fallopian tube then has a series of contractions that move the egg towards the uterus. At this time, another hormone, progesterone, is produced by the ovary, and this hormone is what prepares the lining of your uterus to nourish and house an egg, should it be fertilized by sperm. If the egg is fertilized, even more progesterone is released. If it is not, then the level of progesterone drops, and it is that drop that causes your period. That whole cycle takes on average, 28 days, and most women have menstrual cycles of anywhere from 23 to 35 days. From the time the egg is released until you get your period takes around 14 days.
