When [ was growing up | swore that I would not turn out like my fe-
male forebears. My mother and grandmothers seemed to have a much
more restricted life than the men of the family, and | could see that
they commanded less respect as soon as the conversation veered from
the personal to the world of ideas and opinions. | was a well-read,
opinionated girl who placed a high value on intellectual respect, and
I didn’t see any reason why my opinion should have less weight than
a man's. My parents supported me in this; they wanted me to have a
good education and to have confidence in myself. I was smart, and |
knew it. -

In the outside world it was clear that it was the fathers who had the
money and the power and the freedom and the control. I never saw
any women who had a level of autonomy and control to match that
of the men. The only women I knew who worked were the teachers
at school. All other women were mothers. | promised myself that I
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would not have a life like that, where I had to subordinate myself to a
husband and family.

The problem with breaking tradition in this way, albeit aided and
abetted by my family, was that [ tended to see everything about my
mother’s and grandmothers’ priorities, skills, and worldviews as some-
how old hat, backward-looking, emotional rather than intellectual. In
rebelling against the image of womanhood as the supporter of men and
the nurturer of the family, 1 threw out much of the value of the femi-
nine. It took a conscious wish and deep inner work to begin loving
myself as a woman and to stop running away from my female nature.

At school and university | was trained in an analytical model of
percepuon that [ valued above feelings and intuiton. Growing up in
the sixties and seventies meant that I was part of a generation that ex-
pernmented with drugs to help shift our consciousness into an aware-
ness of the value of the nonrational. This had the effect of somewhat
compensating for the one-sidedness of my education. (These days |
would recommend other ways to escape from the prisons of over-
analytical minds.) But despite my explorations of different states of
consciousness, as a teenager | had already made certain decisions
about rrrysc.lf and my life based on an abhorrence of the female and
the diminished role she was forced to carry in the society in which
I was raised.

These decisions carried on into my twenties, often translated into
an unconscious awkwardness with the female aspect of myself. I had
no role models of the kind of woman [ wanted to be. I was making
it up as | went along, and sometimes the only way I could do what |
wanted appeared to be by dispensing with the female within alto-
gether. And in a subtle way, that translated into my sense of my body.
I wore jeans most of the time, and | eschewed much of what would
be considered female. 1 kept my home in good shape and I was sym-
pathetic with my friends—but | valued my work in the outside world
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more than anything else, because that appeared to be what society
placed most value upon.

By the time [ was twenty | had been taking the Great Liberator
(the pill) for about two years. | noticed that I was getting increasingly
emotional and upset during my so-called period and these temporary
bursts of hysteria felt very strange, as if I really wasn't myself. I decided
to stop taking the pill and see if that had anything to do with it. I was
also beginning to have fantasies about getting pregnant although that
was, to my conscious mind, an impossibility. I was much too young,
unmarried, and aware that my friends who had kids young seemed o
have a very difficult ume. No, that was a Bad Idea, only entered into
by irresponsible women who didn’t know what to do with their lives
and who resorted to their biological functions. Well I was going to
have a career and be a useful member of society, not a mere breeder.

The split in me between the instincts of my inner woman and my
masculine-oriented social conditioning was severe. And I didn't real-
1ze it. | thought I was a feminist. It didn’t occur to me, at that age, that
the reason my less organized friends with babies had such a hard time
was because society was arranged in such a way that young women
had very little power. And no one seemed to be very interested in
helping them. 1 really did think, and it is very painful to admit this,
that it was their fault, that they had been stupid to get pregnant. I was
going to be very careful that it didn’t happen to me.

That was one part of me—the other side was flirting with the idea
of pregnancy. So | came off the pill, partly because I suspected thar it
was messing me up and also because there was the glimmer of a re-
productive drive stirring in my being.

After a couple of months [ felt like “myself” again, and | realized
that despite the convenience of the pill, | had actually felt cheated
because my periods were so light. This was when I began to realize
that menstruating was an important part of my life, a rhythm that |
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depended on for my psychic and physical health, and that I ignored
or suppressed it at my peril.

I became interested in the whole cycle, and investigated natural
birth control. My bedroom was plastered with charts as I acrempted to
track my mucus flow. I never was very good about taking my tem-
perature, and I've always disliked thermometers. But [ did begin to re-
ahize that if | took the tme to tune in, | actually had a lot of awareness
about what was happening in my body. | could feel a twinge over my
ovary when I ovulated. I could track the subtle shifts in my sexuality,
the levels of introversion and extroversion throughout the month. 1
began to understand that it was possible to befriend this mysterious
cycle that had always seemed a burden to me. I liked knowing what
my body was up to.

Despite the glimmers of awareness that this awakening brought,
when I became pregnant a few years later | sall had an aratude of ne-
glect toward my body when its needs interfered with my work. I re-
member being extremely hungry but puttung other things before
eatung. | miscarried, and the gnef that [ felt in my body for the lost
baby and the frustration of a pregnancy cut short awakened me to my
body and its essential femaleness in a shocking way.

This was an experience that set me apart from the world of men,

¢ and the intellect, in a stark and thorough way. I had no conscious re-
sources within me to deal with the feelings that overwhelmed me. |
was full of loss for a being that had at most been six weeks old. It
didn’t make any sense. But | could feel my body grieving in a pow-
erful way. I cried endlessly and was depressed throughout the rest of
what would have been the pregnancy. All I wanted was to get preg-
nant again, but I didn’t conceive. My husband didn’t understand my
pain, and [ didn’t understand or accept it enough to be able to explain
it to him. I was lost in an unprepared-for sea of hormonal anguish.
Being a woman was taking me into regions of feeling that were vast
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and uncontrollable. Why had no one prepared me for this? Why
didn’t anyone talk about the fact that a woman's physiology had such
a powerful effect on her mentl and emotional state? Was [ some kind
of aberration—or was this another of the facets of female experience
consigned to the secret compartment of life?

One day an acupuncture client of mine said, “1 had three miscar-
riages you know, and every time [ felt the most terrible grief. No one
understands the pain of it who hasn’t been through it.”

I felt a bit better after that, and [ realized thar | didn't have a sin-
gle woman in my family or circle of friends who had had a miscarriage
and who could have reassured me from her own experience. But
many of them had been through pregnancy and childbirth—if mis-
carriage could provoke such a flood of feeling, what on earth was giv-
ing birth like? I began talking to women and reading on the subject,
and | began to sec that there was still a folkloric tradition that under-
stood mood swings and hyper-emotionality but that this traditional
knowledge didn't fit into the modern world. It seemed to be being
taken less and less into account. Were women becoming less emo-
tional, or was society refusing to acknowledge the relationship be-
tween cycles and mood? It seemed to me that much of the richness
of female experience was being cauterized by the machine age, by the
linear mind that works in weeks rather than moon cycles and talks of
pregnancy as forty weeks rather than nine moons; that calls 2 woman's
blood-time her “period” rather than any of the more beautiful names
that have been used in other times and cultures—the most often heard
being the term used by the Natve Americans, moon-time.

After the miscarriage my moon-time became extremely painful. 1
had truly ternible cramps, and atrocious premenstrual rages. My mar-
riage was falling apart, and the chief reason seemed to be our inability
to understand each other’s maleness and femaleness. We used to joke
about men and women needing to live apart for their own sanity. But
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really, we each didn’t understand or respect the needs and rhythms of
our own gender. | would become enraged every month in order wo
send my husband away, instead of being able to say gracefully “I would
like some tume alone when | am bleeding.”

THE WOUND MAKES ITSELF KNOWN

In my late twenties | discovered that | had cervical dysplasia (abnor-
mal cells on the surface of the cervix), and the gynecologist wanted
to cauterize my cervix. [ was horror-struck, and my body recoiled
from such a brutal procedure. | knew that this was not going to be
healing for me, and it would just further damage an area already
wounded by a clumsy D&C after the miscarriage.

It wasn't only the procedure that appeared brutal to me—the gy-
necologist had a brutal manner. For one thing, he was a man, which
I initially accepted; I later realized that my true reaction was intense
discomfort. It was incongruous to have a man coldly and clinically
discussing the condition of my cervix. | hated the way he winked at
me when he told me to “Take your bottom half things off.” | hated
having an unknown man inserting cold metal instruments inside me

» and demonstrating the results of his tests to spotty male students. They

all stood around, three of them, all male, staring into a microscope
that was inserted into my vagina, as | lay with my feet wide apart in
stirrups, like some kind of captive animal. | was deeply offended by
this. He was treating a very dear and sensitive part of my body as if he
temporarily owned it. And | was outraged when he took a biopsy
from my cervix without telling me first what he was going to do. The
most piercing pain | have ever felt shot through the interior of my
body. I screamed, and asked, shocked and terrified, “What have you
done to me?”
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“Oh be quiet,” he said. “It doesn’t hurt. There aren't enough
nerve endings there for it to hurt.”

After that I didn’t trust him to do anything else to me, and I told
him that I felt that there was a psychological reason for my illness, and
that I preferred to use gentde methods to heal 1. He exploded and wold
me [ was a foolish woman and would undoubtably die as a result of re-
fusing his surgery. | burst into tears and ran out of his office. How dare
he talk to me like that, as if | was nothing, just a body for his skills to
work on. | knew that his threat was an attempt to bully me, and one
that had no justifiable foundation—the level of dysplasia I had was mild
and had a good chance of getting better without surgical treatment.

I had hittle faith in the procedures of modern medicine because
they paid no attention to factors that 1 was sure were involved in my
dis-ease, such as my recent divorce, and the way my peniods had been
recently, and various other factors of which I had only a glimmering
awareness. All they looked at was my cervix—and 1 knew very well
that all of me was involved in this aberration from the norm. It
seemed poor medicine not to take the other factors into account.

My lack of faith made me very uncomfortable whenever I went
for a doctor’s visit. It had been several years since [ had been near a
doctor, and in the interim I had been practicing acupuncrure and liv-
ing a lifestyle around naturopathic principles. I was shocked when [
rediscovered the mind-set that accompanies modern medicine. [
would try and talk about my state of mind and how I knew that it was
affecting my health and that [ was sure that there were less invasive
methods of healing that | could use. After all, this was a long way from
being a threatening condition. | could afford to take the time I needed
to heal more naturally without cutting and cauterizing and traumatiz-
ing my body.!

Mo one wanted to listen. They just wanted to do invasive and un-
pleasant things to me, as fast as possible please, without, it seemed to
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me, due consideration of the possible outcome. They wanted a quiet
compliant patient with no self-awareness. They had stolen my right to
my own process of illness and recovery. It seemed obvious to me that
if I didn't get the meaning from the message my cervix was giving me,
then my body would try again, and | would become sick, perhaps in
a different way. It didn't make sense to go ahead and permanently scar
my cervix, possibly affecting my ability to carry a child to full term,
without trying to understand why my body was behaving in this way.

Each time I had to have a biopsy (I had changed to a different
doctor and hospital by this point), the doctor showed no interest in
my distaste for the procedure or for my sense that it might be trau-
matizing an already upsct area.

I knew that the whole thing was tied in with my periods, which
had been strange recently. My cycle had shortened to twenty-one
days, and I had a very different blood flow. I knew instinctively that
something was going on with my womb and that the dysplasia was a
symptom of an imbalance that was deeper. | suspected there was an
impaortant issue for me to get hold of.

I realized after a while that [ really wanted to heal myself. It just
didn’t feel nght to me to go through this surgical business. But | de-
cided I would have to, so | opted for the least invasive remedy—laser
treatment. Then a series of interesting synchronicities prevented me
from having the treatment. It was delayed and delayed, and before the
rescheduled date for the treatment, | went to a workshop led by a man
who teaches the Native Amernican tradition.

He told me that in the Native American teachings a menstruat-
ing woman has the potential to be more psychically and spintually
powerful than anyone, male or female, at any other ime. That turned
my conditioned pictures of reality upside down. I'd always experi-
enced my period as a ume of weakness and difficulty—what on earth
was the man talking about?

THE WOUNDED WOMAMN

When I asked him specifically about my wounded cervix he asked

me a lot of questions and then said that he thought that my problem
was rooted in a denial of my femaleness and that he saw that | had

negative ideas deep in my unconscious about what it meant to be a
woman. He told me to dig a hole in my garden every now and then
and speak all the negative thoughts I could think of about the state of
being female into the hole, then cover it up so that the earth could
transform the energy (just as it transforms waste matter into compost,
s0 it has the capacity to transform our thoughts).

When [ went home [ tried this technique. | felt prety silly, and |
was glad that no one could see into my tiny garden. | didn’t know that
I had so many bad feelings about being a woman lurking in my highly
educated feminist mind until I did this exercise. It was painful, and it
was very effective.

I started looking at how I behaved when I had my period, and the
first thing | saw was that [ used tampons. | muned in to my body and in
my imagination asked my vagina and cervix what they thought of
tampons. “Ugh,” they said, unequivocally. “Horrible things.” And |
thought about it and realized that maybe there was something impor-
tant about the blood flowing freely out of the vagina. It occurred to
me that the tampons might be irritating my cervix, and | wondered
if my initial difficulty with them in my teens hadn’t in fact been a wise
instinct of my body. I had used tampons without ever thinking about
the effect they might be having on me—they were a source of liber-
ation, | thought, one that allowed me to act as if | didn't really have
a period.

“Aha!” I thought. “One that allowed me to pretend I wasn’t re-
ally having a period.” And I watched that thought, and the thoughts
behind it, and I began to realize that | had a background belief that my
period was something to be ignored and suppressed as much as pos-
sible. Suppression was, | knew, one of the main causes of illness and
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imbalance. Maybe my periods wanted to have a more central place in
my life and in my awareness. | began to expenment with that.

Ifmfblecdingmrmd:tthcweek:nd.ls:uppaddﬁﬁngmd
stayed home, relaxing in my garden. | remember that it was summer
and I lay in the sunshine, just experiencing my bleeding. It was inter-
esting to me—] felt so much better if | just lay about and did noth-
ing. If my period started during the working week it was more of a
problem, but I would try and rest as much as | could. It was a couple
of years before 1 had the space to really go into what was happening
when [ was bleeding, but in the beginning it was a major step to allow
my period into my life just that much. To sit through the pain instead
of reaching automatically for a pain-killer, to wear pads instead of
tampons and look at my blood and feel the blood coming out of me,
tujus:sitmdbcginmnmcinmmyb]eedjngbody,mgﬂmc first
glimmers of a sense of peace that came from just Being, letting go of
Doing,

At last T began to feel that I was getting in touch with the root of
my problems, but the way forward scemed blurry to me. It was clear
that in order to heal myself, to become at ease with myself and com-
fortable in my skin, I had to love my womanliness to a depth that 1
had not yet plumbed. And in order to do this | had to realize that
once again, I had no role models.

I felt very alone. I had a good friend who paid attention to her pe-
riods, and her friendship helped me enormously at this ime—but |
also wanted an older woman as a guide, someone who understood the
wholeness of being female in a way that no one around me did. | felt
tantalizingly close to this wholeness at times, usually when I was
bleeding, but then I would return to my accustomed state of under-
lying confusion about what it meant to be a woman. In what way was
it different from being 2 man? And how did the menstrual cycle relate
to that? I began to wonder about the effect that menstruation had on
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me not only physically, now that I had realized that it was 2 ame for
rest and renewal, but also psychologically and spiritually. What was
the meaning of this bleeding time in my overall development, my in-
dividuation, and my place in society?

Dunng this ome | repeatedly dreamed of 2 woman who had been
bruised and battered. She was very sad, and | would take her in my
arms and comfort her. In the dreams I felt shocked at the extent of the
cruelty that had been perpetrated on her, and I also saw that she had
somehow allowed this damage to take place. I didn't understand why
the damage had occurred, but | could hold her in my arms and love
her. So I did that, night after night. Sometimes | made love to her.
Sometimes [ simply held her. Somenmes I just looked at her bruises.
I didn't relate to her personally at this tme—I had never been beaten
like that. Now it is clear that she was a symbol of my wounded
woman within, but at the time she was a visitor to my dream-life, and
not really a part of “me.” Usually she was blonde, which made it
harder for me to identify with her personally because | have dark hair.
And maybe she was a visitor, as well as a representation of a part of
myself. What was clear was that | loved her and | wanted to heal her.

For me the wound of being female was a literal wound on the
surface of my cervix, and it became clear to me through my dreams
and fantasies that my work was to heal the wounded woman within.
Doing the exercise of digging the hole in the ground had made me
very aware of the largely unconscious negativity that | had toward so
much of female reality. I began to look more closely than ever at what
had created that wounding, at what “female reality” actually meant,
and at how our society rejected or belitded so much of that. Reecov-
ering the beauty and majesty and joy of being female became my task
in life.

By allowing my body to be my teacher—by really listening to
myself while | was bleeding, I began to understand what the Natve
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of menstruation.

I began to look at my blood with a tinge of awe rather than fear,
disgmt,urindif&rmﬂydﬁsﬁmflmhr@nmndnmpum.ml
got to look at my blood properly every month. I saw that sometimes
it was clear and red and sometimes darker and clotted. If I really freed
upmyvisiun,Imuldmﬂmitwmﬁ:llnﬂife,ﬁ:llnfmgic.ﬁlﬂof
pomﬁallbcpnmc:pui:mcaﬁinunnfjnywhmlrhnugh:about
bleeding, about being a woman, that there was something, after all,
extraordinarily magical and mysterious about inhabiting a female
hdy.hmmcabuutbdng&nuh&mlhaﬂhddhmym
aminﬂymmﬁﬁ.dn&eliugﬂutbwshad:bemdcﬂ,ﬁdedmy
mdmrcphcedby:gmwingmafwnder:tﬂmhmiucicsmd
depths and possibilities offered by the monthly cycle.

I began to take time not only to rest but also to meditate and just
be with myself when I had my period. I found out that it was a ime
when I was particularly able to find insight and that this insight was
of 2 timeless nature. I noticed that my dreams were often very strong,
:q:cchﬂ?mwdﬂlcmdofmypeﬁud—dw:ndpmpheﬁc.lfcltl
was tapping into some ancient and vast wellspring of female wis-
chm—simpl‘ybysittingstiﬂu:dﬁstmﬂngwhmlw:shlccding.T:k-

' ing this time out when I was bleeding created a very different
relationship with my body. My health improved, my cervix healed,
and gradually the bad cramps | had experienced for most of my men-
struating life eased up. My period became a ime of pleasure rather
than pain.

1 was beginning to really love myself. Of course, you can't make
yourself do this, just as you can’t make yourself love another person.
It began to happen very gradually, and many people came into my
life who helped me see more clearly. But the revelation at the be-
ginning was that menstruation is a source of power. This priceless
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piece of information, coupled with a strong instinct | had about the '
power of the womb, transformed my deep and largely Ilm
lack of self-respect.

This was the information | had needed to give me the confidence
to set about healing my own gynecological problems. It inspired me to
see if I could feel the power of menstruation if | paid enough attention
when I was bleeding. To think of menstruation as a source of power
for women completely went against my conditioning, and yet | knew
in my heart that it was true. | realized that in the dichotomy between
what our culture teaches us, and my gut reaction of “Yes! Of course!™
to this ancient wisdom, there was a lot of energy. When you find the
places where a culture splits from a natural truth you have found a
key—a way inside the diseases of the culwure. I began to understand
that the split between the wisdom and power of bleeding that I was
perceiving and modern society’s attitudes to the womb lay at the heart
of the subjugation and denial of female reality and expenience.

One of the gifts of being female is the access to other worlds that
comes during the premenstruum and the ume of bleeding. This limi-
nal tme opens a woman up to her psychic abilities. Euro-Western
mechanistic culture prizes the rational and is suspicious of the nonra-
tional—of the intuition, the unseen realms, and the world of the spinit.
The Christian church has encouraged us to think of ourselves as sepa-
rate from God and in need of the intermediary of a priest in order to
connect with spiritual realms. This emphasis on rationalism and the sev-
erance from an autonomous relationship with Spirit has served to cut
women off from a deep relationship with their menstrual cycle. A great
part of women'’s psychic strength is tied up with the cycles of their bod-
ies, and if we ignore this time and fail to recognize its enormous value
then we lose touch with the richness of female experience.

For many women, the root of their unhappiness lies in a painful
relationship with the processes of being female. Women are trained to
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hide the fact that they are menstruating at all cosss. Blood stains on
clothing are a hideous embarrassment. No one ever says, “I don't
want to come to work or go to the party because I've got my period”
unless they are feeling ill with it, and then they usually say they have
a headache or a digestive problem.

When the womb and menstruation are seen merely as uncom-
fortable biological necessity, women’s self-esteem is correspondingly
low. We are our bodies—and we can’t really love ourselves deep
down in the bottom of our hearts if we don't wholeheartedly love our
bodies. And you don’t love your body if you catch yourself saying,
“Oh no, I've got my period.”

Of course, one of the reasons that we say such things is because
our lives are planned out in advance. The altered state that menstru-
ation can take one into is not compatible with late twentieth-century
action-packed industrial life, with running around in the world per-
forming our scheduled and organized tasks. Menstruation is pre-
dictably unpredictable. You never know exactly when it is going to
come, and sometimes it completely surprises you. Not only 15 it in-
considerate of timetables and schedules, it is also messy. Hooray! We
try to sanitize and order modern life to the degree that we run into
danger of there being no life left in us. Periods save us from this
gdoom—they are a wild and basic, raw and instinctual, bloody and
eternal aspect of the female—and no amount of “civilization™ will
change that. My period is a monthly occurrence in my life that [ have
in common with all women who have ever lived. Women living in
caves twenty thousand years ago, priestesses in palaces in ancient
Egypt, seers in temples in Sumena, all bled with the moon. The first
woman who made fire might well have had her period at the ume.
Now that’s a thought. If menstruation is a highly creative ume for
women psychically and spintually, who knows what gifts humankind
has been brought by women during their menses.
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The value we place on menstruation has a direct 1|:1::|°|'rchta.|:u3‘wﬁ“\r
the value we place on ourselves as women. If we look at the attitudes
of matrifocal, earth-centered sociceties, we see a very different rela-
nonship with the menstrual cycle. As we saw in chapter 3, some cul-
tures prize the onset of menstruation and mark it with celebration. In
some Native American societics 2 menstruating woman's dreams are
taken very seniously for their oracular wisdom. In the Tantric tradition
a menstruating woman is considered to be at the height of her power,
“a true transmitter of the life force, able w act and respond with
power and wisdom.”?

It is the loss of contact with this innate wisdom that has led to the
distortion of menstrual power into menstrual symptoms.

67



