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The influence of power and control on the reproduction of menstrual inequality.

Today’s school children are tomorrow’s teachers, and therefore, the significant impact of incorrect presentations and expectations of menstruation can persist throughout generations without effective policies, practices, and awareness (Gomez, 2012; In Kind Direct, 2024). Interpretation of menstruation is unique and constructed from people’s own beliefs and experiences, however, larger social institutions in society, for example, history, politics, education, health, and the media (Fingerson, 2012), can influence the reproduction of stereotypes (Heilman, Caleo, and Manzi, 2024). In addition, people who menstruate may have more knowledge and experience with menstruation, but those who identify as male can possess more social power over menstruation (Fingerson, 2012). The ingrained silence of menstruation is difficult to overcome without support from others, whether a single person or government policies. Therefore, society should recognise the disparities which are created because of menstrual inequality, from individual beliefs to cultural norms, and the generational influence on misogyny and gender equity.
Menstrual injustice is structural intersectionality, as, for example, young girls may experience limited bathroom access due to gender and age, and transgender men and non-binary people can encounter exclusion from societal practices and policies, aimed at improving menstrual health, because of gender and gender identity (Johnson, 2019). Therefore, there is no singular or standard of a person who menstruates, and inclusive language, practices, and legislation must be discussed and enforced to overcome menstrual inequality.
 
History should not only consider what is said but examine the information and topics which have been omitted from social discourse, and politics and government (Pascoe, 2007). Understanding power and control is essential in establishing transformational change to menstrual inequality worldwide (Bagala et al., 2023). While power and control are interconnected concepts, there are some distinctions in their definitions and consequences. Bierstedt (1950) illustrated power has numerous displays, for example, economic, financial, military, and industrial, recognising political power is not the only power within society. Those with social power are identified to exhibit prestige, influence, competence, knowledge, dominance, and authority (Bierstedt, 1950). In addition, Tobore (2023) states the importance of power in group functioning, encouraging cooperation, and ensuring order, and expressed the desire most individuals have to possess greater autonomy over their lives. Furthermore, Mills (1958) states authority is the justified power of the voluntary obedient, and manipulation is the power which is held unbeknown to those who are powerless. Nevertheless, Jürgen Habermas argued the neutralisation of power imbalance as fundamental for ethical discourse, and to ensure everyone is provided with equal opportunities (Christensen, 2023). However, Beerling (1955) states the absence of a utopian perspective on the role of power, which in relation to the twenty-first century, acknowledges the growing power and control technology possesses on individuals’ livelihoods, one example of the unknown consequences of innovation.
Furthermore, Edward Ross addressed social control as when individual behaviour is regulated through strategies, while social coordination involves the adjustment of harmonious societal actions to ensure social order is achieved (Chriss, 2022). However, Stanley Cohen, who expressed the extensive definitions of social control provides a phrase to explain every approach conformity is induced in humans (Chriss, 2022). Transparency and accountability are significant discussions in relation to governance, as democratic societies require powers in government to be honest and accountable for their actions and decisions (Tomaz, 2024). Moss (2022) stated with the increase in autoethnography, the process of understanding how personal experiences relate with cultural phenomena, in social research, provides an insight into the subjective narrative of the person and how beliefs are reflected in societal norms. Power and control are significant concepts throughout society, as interwoven ideals and expectations are prevalent in the twenty-first century, affecting various areas of individuals' livelihoods. Therefore, while power and control are viewed primarily from the perspective of the government, individual power to reinforce stereotypes and generational standards on menstruation should be acknowledged as equally influential in discouraging the reproduction of menstrual inequality.
 
Menstrual health management is the ability to access quality absorbent products, sanitation facilities, educational information, healthcare services throughout the duration of a menstrual cycle (Rossouw and Ross, 2021; Alhelou et al., 2022). Without these basic needs met, menstrual inequality develops worldwide, which poses negative consequences for people who menstruate when individuals with and in power disregard or shame the global health issue this inequality creates. UN Women (2025) state millions of people who menstruate cannot afford menstrual products due to the high monthly expense, as in some countries the essential products are taxed as luxury items. Menstrual products have become a capitalist endeavour, as some businesses disregard innovative and safe menstrual products in favour of profit and protecting the company in a stigmatised industry (Werner, Punzi, and Turkenburg, 2023). Procter & Gamble, who own Always and Tampax, are current global leaders in menstrual products (Rowe, 2020) and are committed to creating innovative and customer driven products which use new technology to ensure customer satisfaction (Andrișan and Modreanu, 2022), which established a brand ethos around social responsibility (Sommer et al., 2015; Procter & Gamble, 2025). Procter & Gamble have aimed to provide menstrual health education, and with Tampax, the brand sought to educate on the stigma against internal menstrual products and ideas of virginity and femininity, as they wished to meet customers’ needs (Røstvik, 2022). This indicates the awareness of the power of their platform to provide essential education and encourage designated menstruation practices.
Nevertheless, the adverts on menstrual products created by Procter & Gamble reinforce menstrual products as the solution to menstruation, because it conceals the blood and stops people who menstruate from embarrassment (Rowe, 2020). In addition, demonstrating the absorbency of menstrual products with blue liquid illustrates the media censorship on displaying red liquid as a symbolism of blood (Rowe, 2020; Akhtar and Dihingia, 2025), however, some brands have started to change towards showing red liquid (Røstvik, 2022). Through the colour concealment of menstrual blood, to ensure viewers are not uncomfortable, the historic and current symbolism of blood associated with valour (Khorsand et al., 2023) is disregarded, as businesses are creating a distinction between worthy and shameful blood. Therefore, businesses who supply menstrual products should recognise the power and control over their customers and create an ethos of social responsibility, with the aim to address the cause of menstrual inequality. However, further research is needed into the intricacies of production and campaigning businesses, such as Procter & Gamble, participate in.
Sharra Vostral identified technologies of passing which argues the aim of menstrual products is to conceal and permit people who menstruate to present themselves as non-menstruating (Olson et al., 2022), which Røstvik (2022) reasons aids to stigmatise and destigmatise menstruation. Gramsci’s Hegemony states the popularisation of the ruling class and leadership ideals, opinions, and beliefs on led groups (Bates, 1975), which reflects businesses power over the media narrative of menstruation and the influence this has on the population. There is an understanding that society and individuals might treat people who menstruate differently if aware of their menstrual cycle, due to the dominant influence of harmful and misadvised opinions on menstruation. This illustrates the historical ideals and expectations of the perfect woman, as although these standards are unachievable, and presenting oneself in the manner which is acceptable to society highlights conformity to menstrual taboo, defiant behaviour would have unknown consequences on the individual’s reputation and future opportunities.
Medicine is an androcentric construct, as male bodies are believed to be the standard, causing a medical bias because women’s bodies were dismissed for decades (Cleghorn, 2022; Graham, 2023). The prejudiced beliefs and misunderstood menstrual symptoms caused women to be subjected to hysteria diagnosis and classified as witches, because women have never had the respect as a reliable narrator of their bodies (Fingerson, 2012; Cleghorn, 2022; Bennethum, 2024). In addition, reproductive health is medicalised within different cultures to various points, and through this process, people who menstruate lose power over their bodies, as medical professionals are considered experts (Fingerson, 2012; Begeny, Grossman, and Ryan, 2022). For example, tampons can cause toxic shock syndrome, a rare life-threatening condition which is caused by infection (NHS, 2023), and due to the stigmatised and gendered technology, customers can become patients and require urgent medical attention (Vostral, 2025), illustrating the loss of power and control over decisions on types of menstrual products and potential health risks for necessary items. Nevertheless, innovative menstrual products are becoming available in the twenty-first century, as the Flex Reusable Disc by Laura Schulte Wang presents an internal menstrual product which is supported by the pubic bone, not suction, and aims to be an eco-friendly, body-friendly product (Greer et al., 2024). The retained power not to research reproductive health shows the absence of empathy and willingness to change what has been considered standard for generations. However, with the awareness of menstruation increasing and government policies enforced, the aim of menstrual equity could be achieved, if generational stigma and taboo is overcome.
Furthermore, Sophia Jex-Blake expressed preventable suffering arose due to girls and women fear of discussing their intimate concerns with a man, so therefore, if people who menstruate were viewed as human first, empathetic understanding could replace misconceptions that has continuously woven into the inequality of female shame and male superiority (Cleghorn, 2022). The reluctance to discuss menstruation, as some believe it to be a gender specific issue, hinders the research and innovation for effective products and treatments for people who menstruate, which increases the disparities between available gender health information (Gomez, 2012). In addition, Holowka (2022) stated people with endometriosis experience mistreatment due to medical discrimination and traditional sexist ideals about reproductive pain, highlighting the misconceptions within medicine. In support, Cleghorn (2022) addressed the treatment of people who menstruate in the twenty-first century is likely to be related to emotional or psychological reasons compared to a biological or physiological cause, due to ingrained historical beliefs. The dominant power influence of men in healthcare, indicates the reluctance of people who menstruate to access these services, and, instead, take initiative to complete online research. Nevertheless, the Women’s Health Plan in Wales and Scotland aim to address gender inequality and intersectionality of menstrual health, through a detailed long-term plan which provides support and information for people who menstruate and analyses the healthcare available for menstrual disorders (Scottish Government, 2021; NHS Wales, 2024). Therefore, solutions to menstrual inequality should not be confined to traditional biomedical explanations (Gomez, 2012; Parthasarathy, 2022) but address the cause of the problem and the interwoven perceptions and practices which aid the stigma and shame.
Menstruation is a natural reproductive occurrence, but the shame, concealment, and invisible societal expectations of menstruation establish an unwillingness to create structures and policies of support (Johnson, 2019). Establishing a society with the belief and acceptance of negative menstrual connotations has significant influence on the participation of people who menstruate in public and social life, health, education, and economic opportunities (Olson et al., 2022). Menstrual stigma creates long-term, persisting misogynist stereotypes, which portray people who menstruate as less capable, because of recognised acceptable and unacceptable physiological standards established from past generations (Olson et al., 2022; Graham, 2023). Michel Foucault’s biopower states that because humans are biological and alive, omnipresent political and power influences control the population through health (Sarıgöl, 2022). This recognises the visible and invisible control on people who menstruate, for example, distribution of harmful menstrual products and not educating people on the health risks. In addition, Joseph R. Gusfield explained the importance of perceived alterability of an issue, which contributes to a collective cognitive perception that influences if the issue will receive the status of recognition (Sommer et al., 2015). This theory emphasises that if menstrual inequality is perceived as changeable, then there is a significantly higher chance of individuals in power discussing and constructing informed proposals to end this issue. Therefore, through increasing awareness and government practices to reduce menstrual inequality, the reproduction of this inequality onto the next generation does seem reduced, but the efficacy of these policies cannot be reflected on yet.
Education on menstruation to all genders can foster understanding and empathy, and into adulthood, with males and people who identify as male in positions of power, it can support the awareness of menstrual inequality (In Kind Direct, 2024). In support, Barrie Throne found children use differences in their anatomy and bodies to tease and bother different genders (Fingerson, 2012), which can progress into acceptable social behaviours towards women and people who menstruate in adulthood if education is not instructed on the normality of reproduction. Amaya, Marcatilli, and Bhavaraju (2020) and Gao et al. (2025) state comprehensive menstrual and reproductive health education is needed before menarche, the first menstrual cycle, as to convey to all students the greater gender norms in society, before internalised perceptions and beliefs of menstruation are formed. In addition, education can allow people who menstruate to develop body literacy in understanding how menstruation is influenced by more than menstrual cycles, as contraceptive use, pregnancy, childbirth, abortion, and miscarriage can affect menstruation (Amaya, Marcatilli, and Bhavaraju, 2020; Herr, 2021). In understanding the whole menstrual influences, people who menstruate can have better health outcomes (Amaya, Marcatilli, and Bhavaraju, 2020), because accurate and medical advice is provided so individuals can have volition over their own bodies and decisions. Pallathadka, Pallathadka, and Devi (2022) and Røstvik (2022) state the difficulty in dismantling gender stereotypes and encouraged the enlightenment of younger people in changing the next generation attitudes and perceptions of menstruation, acknowledging education as an essential component in achieving this outcome.
The Curriculum for Wales aims to contest misinformation and promote student wellbeing (Welsh Government, 2024), through understanding and teaching the importance of ethical society and human rights practices (Welsh Government, 2022a). In addition, the Health and Wellbeing curriculum states students are expected to develop self-insight into their behaviour towards others and the consequences of actions, while recognising the social influences which might shape their attitudes and actions (Welsh Government, 2022b). Nevertheless, Estyn (2021) reported the Curriculum for Wales Relationship and Sexuality Education Code is unspecific in what constitutes as mandatory lessons on menstrual health, as the guidance does not acknowledge if one lesson is sufficient to reflect the requirements of the curriculum. Therefore, the power and control the Welsh Government has on the education students receive on their bodies should be considered as a cause of menstrual inequality. However, the Curriculum for Wales is subjected to practitioners’ interpretation, showing how individual opinions on reproductive health can alter between each teacher without standardised practices.
Furthermore, In Kind Direct (2024) stated missed education and work due to menstruation can equate to one and a half years absent from school and career opportunities, which King (2024) addressed was overshadowed by societal gender inequalities and media covered government policies, a misrepresentation of the cause of menstrual absenteeism and failing to addressing the interwoven origins. In addition, while there are government funded schemes and legislative policies in the UK which provide menstrual products in schools, Rawat et al. (2023) and In Kind Direct (2024) stated those who need menstrual products are often unable to find them or the items have not been restocked. In support, Rossouw and Ross (2021) expressed the planning and design of bathrooms rarely consider the needs of people who menstruate, as historic beliefs about managing menstruation in an unnoticeable manner persists. Therefore, providing education on menstruation and stereotypes within society is significant in resolving this inequality, and the whole school, from bathrooms to teacher’s attitudes, must represent this commitment to achieving menstrual equity.
The emerging awareness of misinformation and inadequate menstrual health education in recent research and media continues to enlighten individuals in power to the global health issue of menstrual inequality prevalent worldwide (Sommer et al., 2015; Tomlinson, 2024). The reliance of social media as an educational tool presents an uncertainty of whether people are accurately informed through online posts or if non-evidence-based advice is shared, addressing an awareness everyone should have on the misinformation in the media (Adler et al., 2024). Nevertheless, there are online platforms which provide people who menstruate with social support and acceptance and can benefit adolescents, as social media continues to be an influencing presence (Davies et al., 2022). In support, Holowka (2022) stated people with endometriosis have shown positive feedback to online social groups as it provides understanding and reassurance around menstrual disorders, which agrees with Metzler et al. (2022) addressing how social media can be used to receive menstrual disease management and mental health support. In addition, Davies et al. (2022) found younger people are more likely to use social media to openly discuss menstrual issues or concerns, but the main discourse presented on the platform revealed negative expectations and opinions of menstruation, reinforcing menstrual anxiety and discomfort. The importance of understanding how to assess and filter online information can support people in ensuring source credibility, as the internet has become a primary resource to support individuals worldwide with health decisions (Metzler et al., 2022). Therefore, increasing the presence of digital literacy in education can support the next generation in recognising the reliability and credibility of dominant media narratives, allowing people to regain control over the influence of technology in the twenty-first century.
The online memes about people who menstruate can reinforce harmful stereotypes, as ones which illustrate varying emotions during a menstrual cycle convey the mockery of menstrual hormones and emotions, silencing discussions on mental health issues and menstrual disorders such as premenstrual dysphoric disorder (Tomlinson, 2021). Foucault (1975) argued the constant policing of members of society, called the panopticon, relates to the self-surveillance and concealment people who menstruate experience during their periods (Tomlinson, 2021). In 2015, Rupi Kaur posted on Instagram a photo of her blood stained sheets and trousers, and this image was removed from the platform for violating community guidelines (Johnson, 2019), showing the restrictions and surveillance on the bodies of people who menstruate. However, dominant media could be hiding or ignoring certain menstrual information, so it is important for people to research widely (De Benedictis, 2022). In addition, Julia Kristeva (1980) and Annie Leclerc (1974) address the patriarchal ideologies which influence menstrual discussions that engender women to negative views about their bodies (Tomlinson, 2021). Furthermore, normalisation is an ideology which encourages individuals to openly and honestly discuss menstruation, and recognises social media is influential in encouraging people to express unashamed feelings and experiences (Tomlinson, 2021). While the humour of menstruation should not be silenced as it provides relief and companionship to some people who menstruate, it is important to acknowledge when this information becomes disrespectful, and media platforms should improve their guidelines to safeguard everyone worldwide from reproduced negative stereotypes.
The Handmaid’s Tale by Margaret Atwood (1985) resembles and amplifies the dehumanisation and objectification of fertile women in Gilead and correlates with the representation of women’s bodies in Western culture, both biomedical and sociocultural (Bracken, 2023). Rhyne (2019) states Foucault argued the body as something which may be used, subjected, and transformed, which compared to The Handmaid’s Tale, as the presentation of the body as a dystopic symbol of control and power illustrates the prevalent themes of women’s bodies reduced to reproduction and social status. In research and policies which continue to publish on menstrual health, people who menstruate should not be reduced to their reproductive organs, as overcoming menstrual inequality cannot be accomplished without recognising the causes, interwoven ideologies about women which persist throughout generations, and viewing people who menstruate as human beings first.
The United States of America has acquired worldwide influential power, from legislative policies to cultural norms, and each state has significant potential in transforming the expectations and ideals regarding menstruation. In the United States of America, sex and reproductive health education is decided by individual states (Olson et al., 2022), therefore, there is no standardised education or expectation on how menstrual health should be addressed, which demonstrates the power and control state government officials retain over teaching. President Donald Trump, during the 2016 Republican Candidate for President Debate, criticized moderator Megyn Kelly when asked to comment on previous sexist remarks by implying she was acting unprofessional because she was on her period (Johnson, 2019). Soft power is the ability to control and obtain preferable outcomes with attraction (Nye, 2023), as a country’s political and cultural values can indirectly impact on international beliefs and policies, causing unintended and unforeseen influences (Jansson, 2025). American culture demonstrates the international and intended consequences of soft power, because the widespread appeal of popular Western values and products has permeated various countries' communication style and decision-making (Nye, 1990). Furthermore, Bandura’s Bobo Doll experiment (1961) demonstrated the influence of adult behaviour on children, showing without guidance and support, people might not develop the awareness (Galanaki and Malafantis, 2022) needed to understand the responsibility for moral and ethical behaviour towards people who menstruate, as a reflection of human rights, due to the worldwide narrative of immoral stereotypes and opinions. Therefore, individuals with significant power and influence on the future of countries sometimes are not contested, as the position of authority regards the individuals as more knowledgeable and educated. To overcome menstrual inequality, the continued awareness of political influence and authoritative figures should be acknowledged, and people should understand the potential harm of waiting for the next administration to enforce effective changes.
Roe v. Wade (1973) recognised abortion decisions as part of the fourteenth amendment, which protected citizens right to privacy (Cleghorn, 2022), but in June 2022, the Supreme Court overturned this ruling stating abortion was not considered a constitutional right (Kaplan, 2022). In response, South Carolina has introduced Bill 323, the Unborn Child Protection Act, in February 2025, which states women who receive an abortion, or anyone who helps them procure one, could be sentenced to thirty years in prison (South Carolina General Assembly, 2025). In addition, all abortions would be banned, except for when the woman’s life is at risk, and providing information on abortions would become illegal (South Carolina General Assembly, 2025). This Bill has not been ratified or passed into law, and awareness is being shared about the lasting implications to women’s and reproductive rights. Understanding the global ramifications of enacting this Bill into law presents the precipice of menstrual rights and gender equity. In contrast, Menstrual Equity for All Act 2025, introduced by representative Grace Meng, aims to address period poverty and promote menstrual equity, through the provision of free menstrual products in public spaces (Library of Congress, 2025). In comparison to Bill 323, this Act has not been passed into law or received presidential approval. Therefore, these opposing legislations demonstrate the political divide on reproductive rights in the United States of America, showing the unpredictable and conflicted narrative this country is projecting on what should be considered acceptable in the twenty-first century.
 
To conclude, menstrual inequality is influenced by power and control which is reproduced throughout generations causing misinformation and distortion of reproductive health. This inequality should be resolved to protect the livelihoods of people who menstruate, from designing bathrooms suitable for changing menstrual products and creating government policies which benefit people who menstruate, to providing medically accurate information in education and media. There are various power and control authorities which aid the continuation of menstrual inequality, so further research is needed to uncover and adequately present how these interwoven practices and attitudes can be reformed to create an inclusive global narrative of menstruation. 
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