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What are contemporary beliefs linking menstruation to the moon among women who practise Menstrual Cycle Awareness?

Word count: 3965

Introduction
The acknowledgement that women’s moon circles are becoming a ‘mainstream trend’[footnoteRef:1] with the growing, global popularity of the Red Tent movement[footnoteRef:2], use of language such as ‘moon-time’[footnoteRef:3] to refer to menses and products like the menstrual cup, ‘Moon Cup’[footnoteRef:4], reveal a contemporary belief among some menstruators, that the monthly cycle of their reproductive system is connected to the lunar rhythms. The aim of this research paper is to examine the relationship women have between their menstrual cycle and the lunar rhythms. Reflecting on feminist theologian Ruether assertion, that the resurgence of cyclical acknowledgement between menstruating bodies and the moon, is part of a wave of ‘new religious movements’ seeking to value ‘women and the feminine in society and nature.’[footnoteRef:5]  [1:  https://www.gaia.com/article/healing-power-of-womens-moon-cirlces [accessed 15 June 2020]]  [2:  https://www.telegraph.co.uk/women/life/why-women-are-gathering-in-red-tents-across-the-uk/ [accessed 15 June 2020]]  [3:  Anna Fedele, 2014, Reversing Eve's Curse: Mary Magdalene, Mother Earth and the Creative Ritualization of Menstruation, Journal of Ritual Studies, Vol. 28, No. 2, Pittsburgh: Pamela J. Stewart and Andrew J. Strathern, p. 24]  [4:  https://www.mooncup.co.uk [accessed 15 June 2020]]  [5: Rosemary Radford Ruether, 2005, Contested Gender Status and Imagining Ancient Matriarchy, Goddesses and the Divine Feminine Book, California: University of California Press, p.283
] 

This research explores the contemporary beliefs practised by a target group of women engaging with ‘Menstrual Cycle Awareness’[footnoteRef:6] (MCA) - a mindfulness practice for menstruators who seek to understand the cyclical patterns of their menstrual cycle and develop a life rhythm that synchronises with their body. Using a mixed method approach the target group completed a questionnaire and five in-depth interviews were conducted with women from the cohort, further exploring individual menstruator’s beliefs. The findings reveal that respondents enjoyed a strong relationship between their menstrual cycle and the lunar rhythms which informed both their menstrual health and spiritual wellbeing.  [6:  Alexandra Pope and Sjanie Hugo Wurlitzer, 2017, Wild Power: Discover the Magic of Your Menstrual Cycle and Awaken the Feminine Path to Power, London: Hay House, Chapter 1
] 


Academic Rationale

Recent scientific research analysing the menstrual and lunar cycles suggests there is no proof that menstruators can synchronise their monthly cycle with the moon.[footnoteRef:7] However, anthropologists have found that globally, belief around menstruation has been linked to lunar activity since ancient times.[footnoteRef:8]  (Knight; Buckley and Gottlieb; Foster) Foster observed that ‘the centuries-long belief that the rhythmic appearance of blood is akin to the cyclical movement of the moon’[footnoteRef:9], reveals a symbiosis evident in the word menstruation, which shares the same linguistic origin of the word month.  [7: I Ilias, F Spanoudi, E Koukkou, D A Adamopoulos, S C Nikopoulou, 2013, Do lunar phases influence menstruation? A year-long retrospective study, Endocrine Regulations Vol.47, No.3, Bratislava: AEPress, p.121-122 and Dr Wheeler, The myth of moon phases and menstruation, https://helloclue.com/articles/cycle-a-z/myth-moon-phases-menstruation [accessed 3 July 2020]]  [8:  Thomas Buckley, 1982, Menstruation and the Power of Yurok Women: Methods in Cultural Reconstruction, American Ethnologist , Vol. 9, No. 1, New Jersey: Wiley,  p. 47-60 / Chris Knight , 1997, The Wives of the Sun and Moon, The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute , Vol. 3, No. 1, London: RAI, p. 133-153 / Johanna Foster, 1996, Menstrual Time: The Sociocognitive Mapping of "The Menstrual Cycle", Sociological Forum , , Vol. 11, No. 3, Special Issue: Lumping and Splitting, New York: Springer, p. 523-547]  [9: Johanna Foster, 1996, Menstrual Time: The Sociocognitive Mapping of "The Menstrual Cycle" Sociological Forum, Vol. 11, No. 3, Special Issue: Lumping and Splitting, New York: Springer, pp. 523-547] 


Menstrual rituals are rarely found in westernised settings, as Owen describes, there is an ‘absence of ceremony’ alongside an ‘absence of further information.’[footnoteRef:10] The growing practice of MCA, inspired by ancient teachings and based on personal experiences and non-allopathic healing, promotes a new perspective, one that sees menstruation as a supportive tool, rather than accept a notion shrouded in stigma.[footnoteRef:11] Reflecting on the teachings of MCA, this research explores what Prendergast calls a ‘morphology of shame’[footnoteRef:12] assigned to menstruators from a young age, in contrast to Fingerson’s findings that menstruation can often serve as a source of agency and power [footnoteRef:13] and the role of a menstrual-lunar relationship within this context.  [10:  Lara Owen , 1991, The Sabbath of Women, https://laraowen.com/articles/the-sabbath-of-women/ [accessed 1 August 2020]]  [11:  Ibid]  [12: Shirley Prendergast, S. 1995, “With Gender on my mind”: Menstruation and Embodiment at Adolescence. In Holland, J., Blair, M. and Sheldon, S., (Eds.), Debates and issues in feminist research and pedagogy: A reader, Philadelphia: Multilingual Matters in association with the Open University, p. 206 ]  [13: Laura Fingerson, 2006, Girls in power: Gender, body, and menstruation in adolescence, Albany: SUNY Press. ] 


Literature Review
Research into Native American menstrual rituals[footnoteRef:14] (Gottlieb; Buckley; Lamp) is often drawn upon in modern women’s circles celebrating menstruation. Within these gatherings the word ‘moontime’[footnoteRef:15] commonly replaces the term menstruation, an example of what Fedele describes as ‘textual poaching’[footnoteRef:16] from theory on the aboriginal role of menstrual ritual, such as Buckley’s exploration of ‘moontime’[footnoteRef:17] within Yurok belief.  [14: Alma Gottlieb, 2002, "Afterword." Ethnology Vol. 41, Issue 4. Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh, p.382; Buckley, Thomas and Anna Gottlieb, eds. 1988. Blood Magic: The Anthropology of Menstruation. Berkeley: University of California Press; Lamp, Frederick, 1988. "Heavenly Bodies: Menses, Moon, and Rituals of License among the Temne of Sierra Leone." In Blood Magic: The Anthropology of Menstruation, edited by Thomas Buckley and Alma Gottlieb, Berkeley: University of California Press, p. 210-31
]  [15: Anna Fedele, 2014, Reversing Eve's Curse: Mary Magdalene, Mother Earth and the Creative Ritualization of Menstruation, Journal of Ritual Studies, Vol. 28, No. 2, Pittsburgh: Pamela J. Stewart and Andrew J. Strathern, p. 24 ]  [16:  Jenkins, 1992, in Anna Fedele, 2014, Reversing Eve's Curse: Mary Magdalene, Mother Earth and the Creative Ritualization of Menstruation, Journal of Ritual Studies, Vol. 28, No. 2, Pittsburgh: Pamela J. Stewart and Andrew J. Strathern, p. 24]  [17:  Thomas Buckley, Menstruation and the Power of Yurok Women: Methods in Cultural Reconstruction, American Ethnologist, Vol. 9, No. 1 (Feb., 1982), p.49 Wiley on behalf of the American Anthropological Association
] 

As Fedele observes, a ‘sacralization of menstrual blood’[footnoteRef:18] takes place in certain ‘New Age’[footnoteRef:19] settings that challenges patriarchal views on gender and sexuality and draws a correlation between menstruation and female subordination as a ‘social order’ which circle participants seek to ‘repair.’[footnoteRef:20] Lunar orientated women’s’ gatherings such as Red Tents[footnoteRef:21] promote new menstrual practices aligning with Buckley’s findings that in Yurok cosmology: [18:  Anna Fedele, 2014, Reversing Eve's Curse: Mary Magdalene, Mother Earth and the Creative Ritualization of Menstruation, Journal of Ritual Studies, Vol. 28, No. 2, Pittsburgh: Pamela J. Stewart and Andrew J. Strathern, p. 24]  [19:  Ibid]  [20:  Ibid
]  [21:  https://redtentdirectory.com – over 200 circles registered [accessed 1 August 2020]] 

‘A menstruating woman should isolate herself because this is the time when she is at the height of her powers.’[footnoteRef:22]  [22:  Thomas Buckley, 1982, Menstruation and the Power of Yurok Women: Methods in Cultural Reconstruction, American Ethnologist, Vol. 9, No. 1 p.49 New Jersey: Wiley ] 

Across the world the moon is linked with menstruation through myth. In New Guinea, there is a belief that the ‘moon menstruates,’[footnoteRef:23] in North America, the Araphao believe the world's first menstrual flow was caused through intercourse with the
Moon.[footnoteRef:24] This lunar connection is being reclaimed in women’s circles embracing Catherine’s concept of ‘menstruality;’[footnoteRef:25] a term assigning ‘consciousness’ to female ‘biological life changes.’[footnoteRef:26] However, as ethnographer Devereux concluded ‘the menstruating woman is sacred because dangerous, and dangerous because sacred’[footnoteRef:27] and thus anthropologists report varying indigenous views on menstruation, not always pertaining to female empowerment. In researching Levi-Strauss’ analysis of the Aboriginal Rainbow Serpent Myth, Knight records male, rites of passage mirroring menstruation, demonstrating how, [23:  A. Forge, 1969, Moon Magic, New Society Vol. 14, London: New Society, p. 355]  [24:  G, Dorsey, 1903, The Arapaho Sun Dance: the ceremony of the offerings lodge, Chicago: Field Museum, p.176-177]  [25:  In 1999 Jane Catherine Severn of Luna House coined the term ‘Menstruality’ to enable menstruators to ‘know and speak about our uniquely Feminine design in new ways’ https://www.lunahouse.co.nz/conscious-menstruality [accessed 2 Aug 2020] 
]  [26:  https://redschool.net/about/what-is-menstruality/ [accessed 2 August 2020]
]  [27:  George Devereux, 1950, The Psychology of Feminine Genital Bleeding. An Analysis of Mohave Indian Puberty and Menstrual Rites. International Journal of Psychoanalysis. XXXI, New Jersey: Wiley, p. 252
] 

‘Men sever, as best they can, the bonds between women's periods and the wider rhythms of society and the cosmos, attempting to reconstitute these threads in their own hands.’[footnoteRef:28]  [28: Chris Knight, 1982, Levi-Strauss and the Dragon: Mythologiques Reconsidered in the Light of an Australian Aboriginal Myth, Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland, Vol.18(1), London: RAI, p43
] 

Lindenbaum suggests that these inversion myths are a political accomplishment where ‘menstruation is dirty and demeaning for women, strengthening and purifying for men.'[footnoteRef:29] Knight claims that identical beliefs are present in most patriarchal foundation myths globally: a reptilian character carrying off ‘marriageable maidens.’[footnoteRef:30] The associated male quest empowers men, while women are in need of rescue. Knight proposes the dragon/serpent symbolises menstruation and that in these myths ‘women's own power is depicted to them as a force from which they should hide in fear.’[footnoteRef:31] Levi-Strauss insists that women, as ‘periodic creatures’ need to be regulated or ‘are in danger of disrupting the orderly working of the universe.’[footnoteRef:32] Knight purports that Levi-Strauss believed these rites of passages to be ‘about 'the transition from nature to culture’[footnoteRef:33] and that his interpretation ‘discerns a male fear of menstrual cyclicity beyond all control’ and a need to govern the ‘periodicity’[footnoteRef:34] of women. Foster expands that while male bodies are ‘naturally unfettered by periodicity’ the female body is ‘forever bound by cyclical change’[footnoteRef:35] and thus exposed to subordination.  [29:  S. Lindenbaum, 1976, A wife is the hand of man. In Man and woman in the New Guinea highlands (eds) P. Brown & G. Buchbinder. Washington: American Anthropological Association, p. 56-7]  [30:  Ibid p.30
]  [31:  Ibid p.47]  [32:  C. Levi-Strauss, 1978, The origin of table manners (Introduction to a science of mythology 3), London: Cape p.222]  [33:  Chris Knight, 1997, The Wives of the Sun and Moon, The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute , Vol. 3, No. 1, UK: Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland, p.152]  [34:  Chris Knight, 1997, The Wives of the Sun and Moon, The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute , Vol. 3, No. 1, UK: Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland, p.140]  [35:  Johanna Foster,  1996, Menstrual Time: The Sociocognitive Mapping of "The Menstrual Cycle" Sociological Forum, Vol. 11, No. 3, Special Issue: Lumping and Splitting, New York: Springer, p.543] 

Early ethnographic studies on menstrual rituals are often situated in anthropological studies centred in western thought. According to Murphy, early research exploring indigenous beliefs around menstruation, is framed in a Judeo-Christian, colonialist lens, as Murphy postulates, 
‘Menstruation is, therefore, a powerful site where colonialist assertions of menstrual putridity collide with Indigenous narratives.’[footnoteRef:36]  [36:  Ngāhuia Murphy, 2011, Te Awa Atua, Te Awa Tapu, Te Awa Wahine: An examination of stories, ceremonies and practices regarding menstruation in the pre-colonial Māori world, Hamilton: Research Commons at the University of Waikato, p.2] 

Using the experience of Native American women to construct a context in which to analyse the impact of colonialism on Māori women, Mikaere argues that indigenous myths were altered to suit western thought. She believes that while Māori myths were being translated, they falsely ‘cast women as powerless, evil and unclean’[footnoteRef:37] as was consistent with colonialist Bible teachings. This research will consider Ruether’s view that women aspire to spiritually ‘reconstruct meaning’[footnoteRef:38] for themselves and Gottlieb’s call to ‘critically challenge the Lévy-Bruhlian image of the deadening weight of tradition that anthropologists have long held about menstruation.’[footnoteRef:39]  [37: A. Mikaere, 1999, Colonisation and the Imposition of Patriarchy: A Ngati Raukawa Woman's Perspective. New Zealand: TE WANANGA-O-RAUKAW, P.41]  [38: Rosemary Radford Ruether, 1985, Womanguides: Readings toward a Feminist Theology, Boston: Beacon, p. IX]  [39: Alma Gottlieb, 2002, Special issue: Blood mysteries: Beyond menstruation as pollution – Afterword, Rhode Island: Brown University, p.384] 


Methodology

Davis posits that theorising should be done based on the accounts directly taken from women to understand ‘what it means to live in a particular body, at a specific moment in time, or in a particular social location.’[footnoteRef:40] Aligning with Davis’ phenomenological approach, this research analyses the beliefs of a selection of menstruators who ascribe to a connection between menstruation and the lunar cycle. Gathering evidence around the origins of these beliefs and reasons for associated practices, this research will consider how these practices impact participants’ spiritual lives and sense of personhood. [40: K. Davis, 1997, Embodying theory, beyond modernist and postmodernist readings of the body. In Embodied practices: feminist perspectives on the body, Thousand Oaks, California: Sage, 1-24. p.62] 

 
The ‘study population’[footnoteRef:41] are women who openly discuss and honour teachings about the womb space. I used ‘purposive recruitment’[footnoteRef:42] inviting participation from people who are ‘information-rich’[footnoteRef:43] on the topic and can draw from personal experience to respond to the research questions. After posting once on social media, I had an immediate response from followers in a variety of countries, who practice MCA. The women in this study ranged from 21 – 50 years of age, with the average age of respondents being 37 and the majority of respondents being in their 40s.  [41:  M. Hennink, I. Hunter& A. Bailey, 2015, Qualitative Research Methods. London: SAGE, p.85]  [42:  Ibid]  [43:  Lawrence A. Palinkas, Sarah M. Horwitz, Carla A. Green, Jennifer P. Wisdom, Naihua Duan, and  Kimberly Hoagwood, 2016, [Online]
Purposeful sampling for qualitative data collection and analysis in mixed method implementation research, Available at https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4012002/ [Accessed 1 August 2020]
] 


Bell advocates that every effort should be made to ‘cross-check findings’[footnoteRef:44] and to use more than one method of data collation. This research used a mixed method approach supported by Laws view that this enables researchers to gain understanding of a topic from ‘different perspectives.’[footnoteRef:45] Ethical considerations were clarified in an interview release form and participants were assured confidentiality in the dissemination of this research, defined by Sapsford and Abbott as not being ‘identified or presented in identifiable form’.[footnoteRef:46]  [44:  Judith Bell, 2005, Doing Your Research Project. Berkshire, UK: Open University Press, p.118]  [45:  S. Laws with C. Harper and R. Marcus, 2003, Research for Development: A Practical Guide. London: SAGE, p.281]  [46:  R. Sapsford and P. Abbot 1996, Ethics, politics and research, in R. Sapsford and V. Jupp, Data Collection and Analysis, London: SAGE, p.318-319] 


The material for this research was collected through five semi-structured interviews, from a pool of 23 respondents who completed an initial questionnaire and indicated interest in participating in a personal interview. Hennink, Hutter and Bailey report that, qualitative studies often use a small number of participants as ‘the depth of information and the variation in experiences are of interest.’[footnoteRef:47] The questionnaire was piloted by 2 respondents before being sent to 30 women interested in the research. The pilot study revealed a need to include information on contraception, to allow for hormonal intervention and its impact on menstruation as well as altering questions describing individuals’ origins and heritage. Understanding the worldview of each participant was central to understanding the provenance of their menstrual-lunar beliefs – none of which are present within the culture of their upbringing. [47:  M. Hennink, I. Hunter& A. Bailey, 2015, Qualitative Research Methods. London: SAGE p.88] 


Bell describes ‘the guided or focused interview’ as providing a framework but allowing the respondent ‘freedom’[footnoteRef:48] to share in their own time. It was important to me to have a style of questioning that was comfortable for the interviewees as they were sharing intimate information. Interview questions stemmed from my own knowledge of MCA and practices in women’s circle relating to menstrual-lunar connections, as well as responses arising from the questionnaire. Questions were open and non-leading allowing for the unique narratives of each women to unfold. All interviews were recorded then transcribed and questioning lasted 30 mins. [48:  Judith Bell, 2005, Doing Your Research Project. Berkshire, UK: Open University Press, p.165] 

As a teacher of MCA, I fall into Bell’s category of someone who has ‘strong views about the topic.’[footnoteRef:49] I am a menstruating woman, raised Catholic and similar to many of the research respondents, I was offered limited information around menstruation while growing up. I have adopted beliefs and practices embodied in MCA teachings and teach MCA in schools and other settings. I am also trained to facilitate moon and body focussed women’s circles. I am thus, in Dwyer and Buckle’s sense, both insider and outsider[footnoteRef:50] within this research and remain aware of Kitchen and Tate’s assertion that my ‘beliefs as a person[footnoteRef:51]’ may impact my approach to this research and its conclusions.  [49: Ibid P.169]  [50:  Sonya Corbin Dwyer and Jennifer L. Buckle, 2009, The Space Between: On Being an Insider-Outsider in Qualitative Research’, International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 8(1), London: SAGE, p.55
]  [51:  R. Kitchin and N. Tate, 2000, Conducting Research into Human Geography. Theory, Methodology and Practice. Harlow: Pearson Education Ltd, p.1
] 

Some of the menstrual-lunar beliefs are familiar to me and others stem from cultural knowledge unique to the participant. The one common theme is that all participants are creating new rituals for themselves connecting their menstrual cycle to the lunar rhythms. I aim to remain critical of my interpretation of the data, regularly questioning my assumptions and basing my conclusions on the available evidence.

Findings

‘I am the moon’s looking glass. 
My days are moon-dials.’ [footnoteRef:52] [52:  From Eavan Boland’s poem Menses, 2005, in New Collected Poems, Manchester: Carcanet, p. 280] 


Throughout the interviews for this research participants regularly used moon related language in relation to menstruation without explanation. Terms like ‘moon-time’, ‘moon-dial’, ‘moon-blood’, ‘in my moon’, seemingly required no definition; there was an assumption that this language was familiar to me as I have an MCA background. Duffy describes this as ‘partisanship’[footnoteRef:53] and in my study notes I reflected on the unwitting absence of further questioning these terms. I was reminded of Marwick’s definition of witting and unwitting evidence[footnoteRef:54] in relation to my desire to impart a clear belief in a relationship between the lunar and menstrual rhythms. Nevertheless, all respondents were convinced their menstrual cycle is connected to the lunar cycle; unsurprising in a target group of women interested in research linking menstrual and lunar cycles. The common belief connecting these cycles is well summarised here in a questionnaire response: [53:  Brendan Duffy in Judith Bell, 2005, Doing Your Research Project. Berkshire, UK: Open University Press, p.137]  [54:  Ibid p. 131] 


‘Yes, in general I feel that our menstrual cycle reflects the lunar cycle, for example the full moon energy can represent our ovulation, the new moon or dark moon our bleed.’

Woods reminds us not to essentialise menstruation and that it is a varied experience for all menstruators, ‘some view menstruation as a painful nuisance, some find it a source of empowerment, and still others just see it as a routine part of existence.’[footnoteRef:55] For the purposes of this research I remain aware that the target group are part of a niche set who engage with menstruation in a variety of ways not commonly practiced, as indicated in Figure 1 below: [55: Carly S. Woods, Repunctuated Feminism: Marketing Menstrual Suppression Through the Rhetoric of Choice, Journal Women's Studies in Communication Volume 36, 2013 - Issue 3, Pages 267-287 | Published online: 14 Oct 2013, https://www.tandfonline.com/toc/uwsc20/current [accessed 6 August 2020]


 

] 


[image: ]
Figure 1
Furthermore, all respondents have personal, lunar orientated practices as per Figure 2:  

[image: ]
Figure 2

Three of my interviewees, Krista from USA, Orla from Ireland and Alexa from Germany, named their holistic, healing businesses using moon terminology. Krista is officially changing her surname to Moon and wears a striking moon cycle tattoo on her arm:

[image: ]
Image 1
Another interviewee, Lucy from UK, has dramatically changed her family lifestyle in order to ‘live cyclically’ in a yurt with her husband and children. Her husband created an MCA moon dial (see image 2) and has made a ‘pledge’ to honour her cycle. 

[image: ]
Image 2
‘Remembering seems a holy thing.’[footnoteRef:56] [56:  Anita Diamant, 2007, The Red Tent, London: Picador, p. 3 ] 

When asked where participants learnt beliefs regarding the moon and the menstrual cycle, the broad responses included, women’s gatherings and the internet. Questionnaire participants also acknowledged that beliefs have been developed from non-allopathic womb teachings. Practices are mostly drawn from writers, self-described ‘intuitives’[footnoteRef:57] and practitioners of holistic health. Teachers mentioned were Miranda Gray, who inspired by indigenous myths, describes women as ‘part of the greater rhythms of the universe,’[footnoteRef:58] and Sophie Bashford who proclaims ‘we are now in the midst of a sacred feminine resurrection.’[footnoteRef:59] Menstrual forums widely mentioned were Red School, the Red Tent movement, and the Womben Wellness programme an ‘integrative platform that alchemizes science and the sacred.’[footnoteRef:60] [57:  https://www.sophiebashford.com [accessed 30 July 2020]]  [58:  Miranda Gray, 2017, Red Moon Peterborough: Upfront (kindle)]  [59:  Sophie Bashford, You Are a Goddess: Working with the Sacred Feminine to Awaken, Heal and Transform, London: Hay House, 2018
(kindle)]  [60:  www.wombenwellness.com] 

Also evident in the response was an embodied ‘knowing’ that there is a moon-womb link. When asked where this information came from Orla explained, ‘through my body,’ and a questionnaire respondent shared: 
‘I think it was an inner knowing that was slowly remembered.’ 
Only one participant grew up learning about a link between the lunar-menstrual cycles and none of the target group learnt about this connection in school or in a scientific context. Knight believes, ‘Women resurrect themselves monthly, just as does the moon,’[footnoteRef:61] and offers scientific reports that state the menstrual cycle can become ‘phase-locked’ to the moon’s schedule; an example of ‘photic entrainment.’[footnoteRef:62] However, more recent research carried out refutes such a relationship. A year-long study by Ilias et al. concluded: [61:  Chris Knight, 1982, Levi-Strauss and the Dragon: Mythologiques Reconsidered in the Light of an Australian Aboriginal Myth, Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland, Vol.18(1), London: RAI, p.42]  [62:  Ibid] 


‘In defiance of traditional beliefs and contrary to what some researchers have argued with short-term research work, in this long-term study we did not find any synchrony of lunar phases with the menstrual cycle.’[footnoteRef:63] [63:  I Ilias, F Spanoudi, E Koukkou, D A Adamopoulos, S C Nikopoulou, 2013, Do lunar phases influence menstruation? A year-long retrospective study, Endocrine Regulations Vol.47, No.3, Bratislava: AEPress, p.121-122] 


The popular menstrual tracking app, Clue, describes itself as ‘scientific and straightforward,’[footnoteRef:64] and in 2019, claims to have undertaken the ‘largest analysis ever done’[footnoteRef:65] in regards to a lunar-menstrual cycle connection. Their lead data scientist, Dr. Wheeler, corroborates with my findings - ‘What you normally hear is that you ovulate around the full moon and get your period around the new moon.’[footnoteRef:66] The responders to my own research all tracked their menstrual cycle in association with the lunar cycle and knew exactly when they bled; most reporting that they bleed either at the new or full moon. However, Clue’s data science team after analysing 7.5 million cycles ‘found no correlation between the lunar phases and the menstrual cycle’[footnoteRef:67] and described such a relationship as a ‘myth.’[footnoteRef:68] [64:  Menstrual App CLUE research: https://helloclue.com/articles/cycle-a-z/myth-moon-phases-menstruation [accessed 3 July 2020]]  [65:  Ibid]  [66:  Ibid]  [67:  Ibid]  [68:  Ibid] 


‘Her wounds came from the same source as her power’[footnoteRef:69] [69:  From Adrienne Rich’s poem, Power, 1978, in The Dream of a Common Language: Poems 1974-1977, New York: W. W. Norton & Company


] 


I asked all interviewees to reflect on the results of Clue’s research and the responses demonstrated reservations about the nature of the research. Krista’s initial reaction was suspecting ‘researcher bias’ as she believes:
‘a lot of the things intrinsically important to women or the feminine…are sought to be disproven’ 
Alexa describes herself as ‘from a scientific background’ and welcomes the fact there is research into menstrual health but asks:
 ‘can science really do a research on the mystery of life?’ 
She maintains that ‘you have the experience in your body’ and this embodied wisdom is ‘knowledge that can’t be argued with’.
Rosa an interviewee from USA, remained unsurprised by the research asserting that ‘women have become disconnected’ and that modern life influenced by stress, diet and the contraceptive pill, has disrupted the hormonal balance required for a healthy menstrual cycle. Antonelli’s research acknowledges such modern lifestyle interrupters to menstrual-lunar synchronicity and adds that it has also ‘been set askew by artificial lighting.’[footnoteRef:70] The Clue findings were thus not a deterrent for these participants towards embracing the menstrual-lunar connection they are experiencing.  [70:  Judith Antonelli, 1997, In the Image of God: A Feminist Commentary on the Torah, New York: Jason Aronson, Inc, p. 284] 

Potent not Pollutant
Kissling maintains that ‘menstruation is both a biological and a cultural event’.[footnoteRef:71] The majority of participants were raised in monotheistic religions, mostly Christian and in predominantly Christian countries. Although most participants were not practising Christianity, Christian values would have impacted their spiritual beliefs during menarche (first period). As a source of information, the Bible offers limited information on menstruation, concluding in Leviticus 15:16 that, “Whenever a woman has her menstrual period, she will be ceremonially unclean.[footnoteRef:72]’ For an embodied spirituality embracing what Ruether describes as ‘the full person-hood of woman,’[footnoteRef:73] there was little evidence in this research that affiliating with Christianity would proffer support. Rosa described herself as being ‘indoctrinated’ into Catholicism throughout her education and described her menarche experience as being ‘traumatic’: [71:  E. Kissling, 1996, Bleeding out loud: Communication about menstruation. Feminism and Psychology 6, London:SAGE]  [72:  Leviticus 15:16, 1984, The Holy Bible: New International Version. Grand Rapids: Zondervan]  [73:  Rosemary Radford Ruether, 1985, Womanguides: Readings toward a Feminist Theology, Boston: Beacon, p. IX o] 


“I thought I was dying and then was shamed when I approached my parents about it. Was given no instruction on what had happened or education on how to care for myself - so no permission to even ask or discuss it.”

Young argues that ‘from our earliest awareness of menstruation until the day we stop, we are mindful of the imperative to conceal our menstrual processes’[footnoteRef:74] and participant responses are replete with remarks linked to shame and confusion.   Dunn clarifies that ‘Christian ideas of ritual purity may also have served to oppress or alienate women.’[footnoteRef:75] According to Eliade, rabbinical belief purports Eve’s interaction with the serpent in the Garden of Eden resulted in the first menstruation.[footnoteRef:76] His research also indicates that the serpent is widely acknowledged as a ‘lunar animal’[footnoteRef:77] in global mythology, complimenting Knight’s findings[footnoteRef:78] and further strengthening the moon-womb relationship. Morse concludes that metonymically all women are represented by Eve and thus impacted by the Judeo-Christian interpretation of her being in a state of ‘pollution’, positioning the female body ‘as a site of fault and monstrosity.’[footnoteRef:79]  [74:  Iris Marion Young, 2004, On Female Body Experience: Throwing Like a Girl and Other Essays, Oxford: Oxford University Press, p.106
 ]  [75:  Marilyn Dunn, 2009, The Christianization of the Anglo-Saxons c.597-c.700: Discourses of Life, Death and Afterlife, London: Continuum, p.139
]  [76:  M. Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religion, Nebraska: Bison Books, p.166]  [77:  Ibid p.165]  [78:  Chris Knight, 1982, Levi-Strauss and the Dragon: Mythologiques Reconsidered in the Light of an Australian Aboriginal Myth, Royal Anthropological Institute of Great Britain and Ireland, Vol.18(1), London: RAI, p.43
]  [79:  Holly Morse, 2020, Encountering Eve's Afterlives: A New Reception Critical Approach to Genesis 2-4, Oxford: Oxford University Press, p.60
] 

All interviewees acknowledged that their relationship to menstruation was ‘spiritual’ but that this had developed during adulthood. The Interviewees had been practising MCA between 2-5 years and two women interviewed acknowledge that a connection with the moon had led them to explore menstrualilty, the three others attributed MCA as their route to connecting with the moon. Either way, it appeared that MCA lead to a spiritual, somatic awakening with responses such as: 
‘The energetic aspects of the moon makes sense to me, it’s nice to feel connected to the flow of the universe.’ 
Interviewees indicated that various teachers had acted as gatekeepers to a wisdom already held in the individual’s body. Orla stated that during a Sophie Bashford retreat awareness of the sacrality of her menstrual cycle was ‘activated’. Lucy confirmed that her womb was sending her messages and she aspired to ‘tune into her womb’, aligning with Murphy’s findings that in myth, the female reproductive organs are ‘culturally constructed as a doorway between the worlds.’[footnoteRef:80] [80:  Ngāhuia Murphy, 2011, Te Awa Atua, Te Awa Tapu, Te Awa Wahine: An examination of stories, ceremonies and practices regarding menstruation in the pre-colonial Māori world, Hamilton: Research Commons at the University of Waikato, p.24 ] 

Mate mārama (Moon sickness/death)[footnoteRef:81] [81:  Mate mārama ~ A term for menstruation in Māori, translating as Moon Sickness or Moon Death
] 

The majority of respondents had been tracking their menstrual cycle for 1-5 years and now experience a regular cycle (see Figure 3).[footnoteRef:82] [82:  Medically, a regular cycle is considered between 21 and 35 days as per, Sonya S. Dasharathy, Sunni L. Mumford,  Anna Z. Pollack,  Neil J. Perkins, Donald R. Mattison,  Jean Wactawski-Wende,  Enrique F. Schisterman, 2012, Menstrual Bleeding Patterns Among Regularly Menstruating Women, American Journal of Epidemiology, Volume 175, Issue 6, 1, Oxford: Oxford University Press, p. 536–545 
] 


[image: ]
Figure 3
Responses indicated that a sense of control was achieved while tracking the menstrual cycle and finding methods to regularise menstruation was evident amongst my research cohort. Walle and Renne conclude that ‘there is probably no society in the world where menstrual irregularity has not been a cause of concern for some women.’[footnoteRef:83] Some participants felt that tracking their cycle in connection with the moon had helped them to heal menstrual pain and irregularity, one respondent remarking: [83:  Etienne van de Walle and Elisha P. Renne, 2001, Regulating Menstruation: Beliefs, Practices, Interpretations, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, p. xiv 
] 


‘I wish I had learned to track it as a young person, but did not! But as I have been tracking it for the last few years, it's been very regular.’

Six questionnaire respondents noted that the period pain they experienced when younger, had disappeared as they have aged. My assumptions lead to a conclusion that practising MCA may have supported the restoration of menstrual health but I noted in my study journal that an explicit question around this should have been part of the questionnaire to garner proof around this belief. 
‘Powerless to empowered’[footnoteRef:84] [84:  Jane Bennett, Alexandra Pope, 2009, The Pill: Are You Sure It's for You? Sydney: Allen & Unwin, p.4] 


Co-founder of Red School, Alexandra Pope, was initiated into the world of menstruality with her 2009 book ‘The Pill, Are you sure it’s for you?’ Along with co-author Jane Bennett, a menstrual educator and proponent of natural fertility management, they question the much lauded, sexual liberator – the contraceptive pill and all other hormonal contraception. Their belief is that these hormonal pharmaceuticals interfere with menstruators’ ‘natural cycles and rhythms’[footnoteRef:85] and challenge the emancipating reputation of hormonal contraception. Asking about contraception was thus key to developing Geertz’s definition of a ‘thick description’[footnoteRef:86] within this research, to gain an understanding of any influencers on participants believing in a lunar-menstrual connection. [85: Ibid p.xii
]  [86:  Geertz, C. (1973), ‘Thick Description: Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture’ in The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays, New York: Basic Books, p. 3-30
] 


Pope along with co-founder of Red School, Sjanie Hugo Wurlitzer, coined the term Menstrual Cycle Awareness and a fundamental belief of MCA is that a natural hormonal balance is part of the journey embracing menstruality for optimal health and spiritual connection. The US National Center for Health Statistics[footnoteRef:87] reports that after sterilisation, hormonal contraception is the most common method used by American women as of 2017. The participants for my research were all living westernised, life styles, yet these findings from the U.S.A on contraceptive use were not reflected in my research results. None of my participants who responded on contraception, use methods that influence their endocrine system. The results of this research were indicating that menstruators practising MCA were also defying normal contraceptive routes and using MCA to take charge of their fertility working with their body’s natural rhythm rather than suppressing their biological systems. Alexa indicated that pharmaceutical, hormonal intervention did not support her, on the contrary:  [87:  https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/products/databriefs/db327.htm] 


‘Coming off the pill changed everything for me.’

Pope and Bennet state, they have ‘grave reservations’[footnoteRef:88] regarding the impact of chemical hormonal intervention on menstrual health and that questioning pharmaceutical contraception renders women ‘powerless to empowered’[footnoteRef:89] as they clarify the ‘myths’[footnoteRef:90] surrounding hormonal contraception. Five respondents did not answer the question regarding contraception which in my study notes I assumed meant this topic was too sensitive. I personally know all of these women; most are in a relationship and thus my estimate is that they do use a form contraception. I reflected in my notes that although confidentiality was assured, anonymity may be a better approach in future research of this nature.  [88:  Jane Bennett, Alexandra Pope, 2009, The Pill: Are You Sure It's for You? Sydney: Allen & Unwin, p. xiii]  [89:  Ibid p. 4]  [90:  Ibid p. xiii] 



Conclusion

This research aimed to inquire into the origins of beliefs connecting the moon and the womb, to find out why, as Ruether[footnoteRef:91] suggests, there is a resurgence of moon-related ritual for the menstrual cycle and how this connects with individual feminine spirituality among a cross section of menstruating women. There were a total of 23 participants, all demonstrating a firm belief that the menstrual rhythm of their body was directly influenced by the movements of the lunar cycle. Neither conflicting, scientific data nor derogatory, religious teachings on menstruation, influenced participants in this conviction. Instead, belief in a lunar-menstrual association was propelled by an ‘inner knowing’, connecting them to ‘the flow of the universe.’ [91:  Rosemary Radford Ruether, 2005, Contested Gender Status and Imagining Ancient Matriarchy, Goddesses and the Divine Feminine Book, California: University of California Press, p.274] 


Indigenous menstrual traditions embracing the power of menstruation, were a major influencer in forums imparting MCA teachings. However, anthropologists expose that this assumption needs further investigation, as many inversion myths reveal a world where menstruation is designed and orchestrated by male characters, defined by Levi-Strauss as a world ‘in which the subjection of women is the basis of the social order’[footnoteRef:92]  [92:  C. Levi-Strauss, 1978, The origin of table manners (Introduction to a science of mythology 3), London: Cape p.221-2] 


Participants in this research revealed that despite the silencing of menstrual narratives, the ‘lost vocabulary[footnoteRef:93]’ is now being reclaimed and the hostility toward the menstruating body is being discredited. Weaving a cyclical thread between one’s womb and the moon has been part of a new narrative for menstruators practising MCA. The ‘periodicity[footnoteRef:94]’ assigned to female bodies that as Foster says ties them to nature, is no longer being used to justify subordination, rather it is a tool of emancipation and healing. The ‘myth’ is yet again becoming inverted.  [93:  Ngāhuia Murphy, 2011, Te Awa Atua, Te Awa Tapu, Te Awa Wahine: An examination of stories, ceremonies and practices regarding menstruation in the pre-colonial Māori world, Hamilton: Research Commons at the University of Waikato, p.53]  [94:  Johanna Foster, 1996, Menstrual Time: The Sociocognitive Mapping of "The Menstrual Cycle", Sociological Forum , , Vol. 11, No. 3, Special Issue: Lumping and Splitting, New York: Springer, p. 543] 
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Appendix

 – Research Questionnaire

Menstruation and the Moon
Thank you for choosing to participate in this enquiry by sharing your views regarding a connection between the menstrual cycle and the lunar rhythms. As a Master’s student of Ecology and Spirituality at Schumacher College, England and the University of Trinity Saint David, Wales, I am interested in understanding the spiritual and cultural beliefs surrounding menstruation, both ancient and modern, and how these practices may relate to the phases of the moon from various perspectives. I am also keen to explore how Menstrual Cycle Awareness (MCA) engages with environmental justice, nature connection and gender equality. 
I hope that you will enjoy reflecting on these questions. All the information will be treated in confidence, so please express your responses as honestly as possible. Please note that participation in this project is completely voluntary and that you have the freedom to withdraw from this research at any time and for any reason. All personal information will remain confidential. 
Lastly, by filling in and submitting this questionnaire, please know that you are giving your consent to using the information provided in this research project. 
This questionnaire will take about 25 - 30 mins minutes to complete - have fun! 
In gratitude, 
Catherine 
Your Journey with Menstruation 
1. What is your name? (This will remain anonymous within the research) 
2. What is your age? 
3. How do you describe your gender? 
4. How would you describe your ancestral heritage? (i.e. were you raised with particular religious or cultural practices?) 
5. Where do you live (city & country)? 
6. At what age did you reach menarche (first period) and how would you describe this experience? 
7 a. Describe your menstrual cycle: Check all that apply. 
Regular
Irregular
Painful symptoms
Medication used for menstrual care 
Peri-menopausal
Menopausal
Other: 
7 b. Do you use any of the following contraceptives? Mark only one. 
Vaginal Ring
IUD
Birth Control Shot (injection) 
Contraceptive Pill 
Contraceptive Patch 
Contraceptive Implant 
Condoms
Rhythm Method
Fertility Awareness Method 
Other: 
7 c. Have you experienced any significant changes to your menstrual cycle in your life? 
8 a. If you bleed, what kind of menstrual care do you use the most? Mark only one. 
Single-use menstrual pads 
Washable pads
Tampons
Free Bleed 
Period Pants 
Menstrual Cup 
Other: 
8 b. If you use a combination, what is your preferred form of menstrual care products and why? 
Menstrual Beliefs 
9 a. Do you have any special practices or rituals connected with your menstrual cycle? 
If yes, please describe. 
9 b. Do you connect with your menstrual cycle in any of the following ways? Check all that apply. 
Menstrual apps
Menstrual cycle charting
Purchasing 'environmenstrual' (eco menstrual wear) products
Teaching Menstrual Cycle Awareness
Engaging in menstrual activism (e.g. raising awareness of period poverty / period shame) 
Following a specific diet / lifestyle
Womb art 
Other: 
9 c. How do any of the above connections with your menstrual cycle (in Q. 9a & Q. 9b) support your life? 
10 a. Are you connected with others who share your beliefs around menstruation? 
If yes, please briefly describe these connections. 
10 b. Would you like further connection with others in regards to your menstrual beliefs? 
If yes, how do you feel this connection would benefit your life? 
The Womb and the Moon 
11 a. Do you feel your menstrual cycle is connected with the lunar cycle? 
If yes – in what way? 
11 b. If no – what is your opinion of the popular belief in a connection between womb and moon? 
12. Where did you learn your beliefs regarding the moon and the menstrual cycle?
13 a. How do you connect to the moon? Check all that apply. 
Red Tent / Women's Circle
Nature based moon event 
Astronomical or astrological gatherings 
Solo/group moon~bathing
Reading about lunar rhythms 
Other: 
13 b. Is menstruation discussed in any of the moon activities in Question 13 a?
If yes, what are the main teachings? 
14. Is there any information regarding a connection between menstrual and lunar rhythms that you would like to add? 
15. Thank you very much for completing this questionnaire, I am looking forward to collating the results! Are you happy to be contacted for a follow up interview in July 2020? 
Yes / No 
[image: page8image37827712]
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