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Abstract 
 

Although menstruation is and has been a popular subject of research in anthropology, 

including in Bangladesh in particular, little to none of the existing studies have been conducted 

with a focus on (young) Dhaka-based women belonging to the (upper-)middle class. This thesis 

addresses how those women talk about their perceptions of menstruation, with special 

attention to the transformations that they indicated to have gone through regarding those 

since their first period. Specifically, this research looks at the different perceptions that the 

young, (upper-)middle class women have held, what different kinds of knowledge they have 

indicated to have played a role in shaping the changes that occurred, and how all of this has 

been interpreted and explained. Although experiences differed from person to person, it is 

shown that perceptions converge more among the participants of this research now than 

initially, many currently describing them as more ‘open’, ‘liberal’ and ‘positive’ (rather than 

‘conservative’, ‘taboo’ or ‘negative’). The plurality of knowledge – and how these women 

negotiate it, for example through the process of bricolage – plays an important role in the 

transformations. Although trajectories of change were often described as personal journeys, 

many women still worked to relate their narratives to wider socio-political structures. It looks 

that many realise that experiences with regards to menstruation are contingent and 

individual, yet situated – and with that so are the changes in perception that women may or 

may not go through.   
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1. Introduction 
 

It is the early days of my fieldwork, and one of the things that I notice is that the 

pharmacies – small, open-fronted shops of which there seems to be one in almost every 

street that I pass through – often present menstrual pads in their windows or counters, 

in full view of those passing by. Having been told that many Bangladeshis do not talk 

about periods, this does not exactly fit my expectations. When I bring this up in the first 

focus group, the women tell me that, in their experience, this does not really mean 

anything. When Tahmima describes her experience with going to a pharmacy, the 

others laugh and loudly confirm that what she says does not apply to her alone: “If you 

just go there to buy medicine, they will just look for [it], take the medicine, ask you 

again and then pack it for you. But if you are asking for pads, you just tell them the 

name, and even if you don’t tell them the name, they will just get something, wrap it 

quickly and they don’t even make eye-contact!” As they all seem to find this ridiculous, 

I am curious how it comes that they think so differently from what most of the women 

are describing is a very common way in Bangladesh to react to anything that has to do 

with menstruation. It is when I pose them this question, that I get to hear about how 

many of the women describe a sort of change in their ideas over the years. Many agree 

with how Afrin puts it: “For me it was a part of growing up; just being more vocal about 

it, more open about it, just not giving a damn because I am a woman and I am going 

to experience my period. And people know as a woman I will be experiencing my period, 

so there’s no point, you know, [in] shaming me about it.”  

1.1 Menstruation in Bangladesh 

Around one-third of the Bangladeshi population are adolescents and youth1 (UNFPA, 2017). 

Adolescence, for many, is a time of change both physically and psychologically. One of the 

physical changes that girls experience is menarche, or the onset of menstruation. In 

Bangladesh, menarche also implies social transformations, for example “[m]enstruation 

 
1 ‘Adolescence’ – although not strictly characterised by age – is defined by the UN and WHO as the period of life 
between ages 10 and 19. The term ‘youth’ is usually used to define those in the 15 to 24 years age group. ‘Young 
people’ could be used as an overlapping term (WHO, n.d.; UNICEF, 2011), and is in some cases extended to 
include those up to the age of 35 (UNESCO, n.d.). For the sake of inclusion, this thesis concerns itself with ‘young 
people’ – or the more gender-specific ‘young women’. 
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signifies the coming of age or ‘womanhood’ for young girls” (Rashid & Michaud, 2000, p. 65), 

particularly visible through the fact that many girls from poorer families – especially in rural 

areas – are married off just after the onset of menstruation.  

A newspaper article published on the website of The Dhaka Tribune in May 2018, and 

based on a survey among female students in a school in northern Bangladesh, states that 

“[m]any girls considered the menstrual period to be an illness and because of lack of 

awareness, about 85% of students used old cloth during menstruation” (Farhin, 2018). 

According to a 2014 National Hygiene Baseline Survey, similar issues with regards to menstrual 

hygiene management occur in the rest of Bangladesh, especially in rural areas and urban slums 

(Ahmed & Yesmin, 2008). One of the reasons suggested to be behind such interpretations and 

practices is that menstruation is considered to be a shameful and hidden subject. As a symbol 

of fertility for many, menstruation is often associated with sexuality (Rashid, 2000; Rashid, 

2007; Simavi, n.d.), and especially unmarried adolescent girls are expected to be modest and 

sheltered from (knowledge about) sexuality and sexual reproduction (Rashid, 2000). Social 

(gender) norms and cultural beliefs with regards to blood and the body also make that 

mothers (or other female family members) usually do not talk to young girls about their own 

experiences and knowledge (Simavi, n.d.; Rashid, 2000), partly as a result of shame. Menstrual 

blood is considered impure by many Bangladeshis, and some also believe that bad spirits are 

attracted to ‘dirty things’ (Van Reeuwijk & Nahar, 2013, p. 73), like for example the ‘polluting’ 

smell of dirty menstrual cloths (Rashid, 2007, p. 162).  

A variety of (international) organisations and government bodies aim to improve 

facilities and stimulate education with regards to menstrual hygiene management. For 

example, the Bangladeshi government has recommended the improvement of school toilets 

(icddr,b, 2015), and Simavi – in collaboration with a number of other organisations – has 

launched the ‘Ritu’ programme to promote menstrual hygiene management through 

“addressing taboos and provid[ing] practical information on how to manage menstruation in 

a hygienic manner” (Simavi, n.d.), on its own website, on social media and in schools. In the 

Bangladeshi society, then, programmes like these are promoting a kind of knowledge about 

menstrual hygiene practice that might go against previously mentioned social norms and 

cultural beliefs that reproduce taboos surrounding menstruation.  
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The situation with regards to knowledge and practices surrounding menstruation 

tends to differ between urban and rural contexts; as mentioned, the occurrence of marriage 

right after menarche, and the use of (old) rags as menstrual cloth and resulting medical 

complications are higher in rural areas (Rashid, 2000; Ahmed & Yesmin, 2008). Many studies 

related to sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR) in urban Bangladesh (and Dhaka 

specifically) focus on the slum-areas, an environment that is described as ‘harsh’ and the 

inhabitants of which – especially women and girls – are considered ‘vulnerable’ (Rashid, 2006). 

The Dhaka slums are illegal settlements, and as such its inhabitants are often denied access to 

water, sanitation, healthcare services, and education (Rashid, 2009). In the currently existing 

body of research, however, less attention is paid to the experiences of those living outside of 

the slums, for whom poverty is not a limiting factor in everyday life, and who have more stable 

access to sanitary, educational and health services. With seemingly less restricted access to 

services and information, young women and girls might learn about menstruation more often, 

or in a wider variety of situations, like for example in school, in healthcare institutions, through 

(social) media or through contact with other ‘contemporary new women’ (a concept that will 

be explained in the next section). Coming across these different sources of knowledge – which 

do not all promote the same kind of knowledge – at different moments in their lives, their 

perception of menstruation is impacted ‘along the way’. As the anecdote that opens this 

chapter also touches upon, ideas can change. In this thesis, I explore how these young women 

– belonging to the (upper-)middle (social and economic) classes of urban Dhaka – talk about 

and interpret these transformations in their perceptions of menstruation.  

1.2 Dhaka Middle-Class Women 

Dhaka is the capital and largest city of the People’s Republic of Bangladesh. In 2016, the 

population of the Greater Dhaka Area was measured to be 17.4 million – a density of 47,400 

people per square kilometre – making it one of the most densely populated areas in the world 

(Dhaka Population 2019, 2018; Al Amin, 2018b). Around 36 percent of Bangladesh’s total 

population is estimated to reside in Greater Dhaka (The World Bank, 2017), and with an urban 

population growth rate of about 3 percent – compared to a total population growth rate of 

1.5 percent – this proportion is expected to continue its increasing trend over the coming 
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years (Bangladesh – UN-Habitat, n.d.).2 Dhaka is both the destination of a high number of 

internal migrants (Al Amin, 2018a), as well as the base for many international organisations, 

companies and institutions. Adding to this, Dhaka is the biggest economic, industrial and 

service-hub – the latter including education and health-care – in the country, attracting many 

different people for a wide variety of purposes.  

Ethnically and linguistically, Bangladesh is a relatively homogeneous state, with around 

98 percent of the population of Bengali heritage. Most of the people (approximately 90%) in 

Bangladesh are (Sunni) Muslim, and the largest minority are Hindu (Husain & Tinker, 2019). 

Viewing menstruation as socially constructed – as I will further discuss in section 2.1 – 

language and culture play an important role in shaping the accessible types of knowledges 

related to it.  

When it comes to (socio-economic) class in the country, the Bangladeshi middle class 

as such looks to be a group that is hard to define. According to Mapril (2014), “it seems to be 

a status group (in a Weberian sense), which is very heterogeneous, both rural and urban, and 

is characterised by a devaluation of manual work, a significant investment in education, 

fluency in English, and being relatively wealthy” (p. 695). Although the latter plays a role, 

economic statistics do not single-handedly determine one’s belonging to the middle class, as 

it is “mainly understood as a self-identified class-identity that one usually carries as part of 

family legacy. […] This self-definition often includes markers that indicate differences with two 

other, opposite, classes, i.e. the elite and the poor” (Karim, 2012, p. 12-13). The elements 

(English) education, income and family status, then – as also Karim (2012) notes – seem to 

mark the three most important aspects directing a definition of the middle class in 

Bangladesh3.  

With regards to the women belonging to this middle class, Hussein (2018) has recently 

argued that many of them exemplify a form of ‘new womanhood’ in South Asia. ‘New 

womanhood’ is seen as constituted by “agential, heterogeneous, and fluid subjectivities in 

 
2 Reliable demographic data about Bangladesh – and Dhaka specifically – is unfortunately hard to find. As such, I 
am unable to present here any information that concerns young people in the city, or urban (upper-)middle class 
populations, as would be relevant to my research.  
 
3 Because self-definition is an important aspect of class identity, I have referred to the women in this research to 
belong primarily to the upper-middle class (rather than solely the middle class), as many specifically mentioned 
to identify as such.  
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which individuals make their own choices, are critical of their situations, and think and 

organise, individually or collectively, against oppression”, and the practices of which “are a 

form of symbolic boundary work that separate these women into a symbolic group based on 

feelings of similarity and group membership that crosses national and regional borders” 

(Hussein, 2018, p. 13-14). These feelings of similarity can be based on a multitude of practices 

and situations, including those related to gender, sexuality, education, employment, fashion 

and feminism (Hussein, 2018). “In Bangladesh, […] ‘new womanhood’ is defined as urban 

[neoliberal, affluent] middle-class women, whose education and profession provide them with 

the respectability and ‘acceptability’ to live their lives on their own terms” (Hussein, 2018, p. 

9).  

Hussein (2018) highlights several elements that characterise the contemporary new 

women, those including a generational change in the issues that concern them, their primarily 

middle-class statuses and their increasingly transnational identities. With regards to the 

former, rather than fighting for rights surrounding domestic roles, including motherhood, 

children, and housework – which were matters that highly concerned the previous 

generations of women – current topics considered relevant include sexuality, marriage, 

transnational mobility, and paid employment (Hussein, 2018). As Chatterjee (2016) writes: 

“the ‘new’ is often delineated as a harbinger of modernity and progress, also a code for 

westernization and the eclipse of tradition” (p. 1180). In line with this, the contemporary new 

woman of South Asia distinguishes herself from the ‘traditional’ and ‘low-class’ portions of 

society. “They are part of a new and potentially powerful social group, whose aspirations 

resemble what Moharty (2003) identified as those of the privileged one-third of the world 

located geographically in both the global North and South – those who are economically and 

socially within a transnational class, occupying a privileged position in the society they live in” 

(Hussein, 2018, p. 117). At the same time however, distance is taken from Western women 

and old structures of respectability are not completely abandoned; “rather they negotiate and 

legitimise particular practices in particular fields which constitute alternative forms of 

respectable femininity and engage in defining practices of new womanhood” (Hussein, 2018, 

p. 99).  

Given their (socio-economic and educational) backgrounds and their agential and 

critical attitudes, Dhaka-based contemporary new women could confer interesting insights 
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into their perceptions of menstruation and related trajectories of change. With the 

characteristics mentioned above, their access to information, to other models of aspiration, 

and to the possibility of upward mobility set their experiences apart from other (more 

researched) social groups in the Bangladeshi society. As such, it is the young women that could 

be described as exemplifying the concept of ‘new womanhood’ that I focus on in this research.  

1.3 Research Questions 

The focus of this research lies on the perceptions on menstruation of young, educated women 

in the (upper-)middle class – or young ‘contemporary new women’ – in Dhaka, and specifically 

on the transformations in these perceptions that many of the women4 described they 

experienced from their first period onward. Hence, the following is the leading question in this 

research: 

How do educated, (upper-)middle class young women in Dhaka talk about and interpret 

the transformations in their perceptions surrounding menstruation?  

In order to formulate a thorough answer to this question, I have focused in my data collection 

and analysis on three of sub-questions: 

1) How do these women describe their perception of menstruation at menarche, and 

what shaped this perception, in their view?  

2) What do they think has changed in this perception, and what do they think has driven 

this change? 

3) What interpretations of their previous and current perceptions of menstruation do 

these women describe?  

 
4 From here on, I will use the word ‘women’ (as well as ‘participants’) and ‘young women’ interchangeably. All 
are meant to describe the educated and middle-class young women that are the focus of this research.  
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2. Theoretical Framework 
 

Central to this research are both the issue of menstruation – focusing on the social and cultural 

meanings attributed to this bodily process – as well as the knowledge and perceptions (and 

specifically the transformations therein) related to it. In this chapter I will discuss the 

theoretical angles that have inspired and guided my data collection and analysis, and the 

eventual production of this research thesis. The chapter is divided up in to three parts; firstly, 

I will discuss menstruation and social constructionism, then I will go into knowledge and types 

thereof, and lastly, I will discuss how plurality in knowledge can be negotiated.  

2.1 Menstruation and Social Constructionism  

Menstruation is a topic well-known within anthropology and has been approached using a 

variety of theoretical angles. First and foremost, it has been viewed – at least in part – as 

socially constructed. Although menstruation is often seen – or bio-medically envisioned – as a 

universally shared experience, many social scientists theorise the way we think about and 

handle menstruation as a product of society (Buckley & Gottlieb, 1988; Britton, 1996; 

McPherson & Korfine, 2004; Sommer, 2014). Social constructionism takes a critical stance 

when it comes to taken-for-granted knowledge and focuses on aspects of cultural and 

historical specificity and how knowledge is sustained by social processes (Burr, 2003). Looking 

specifically at how perceptions of menstruation are described, a social constructionist 

approach allows me to consider the geographical and temporal situatedness of these 

perceptions, as well as of the changes that occur in them.  

Building on the above, Buckley & Gottlieb (1988) mention that “above all, menstrual 

taboos are cultural constructions and must first be approached as such – symbolic, arbitrary, 

contextualised and potentially multivalent whose meanings emerge only within the contexts 

of the fields of representations in which they exist” (p. 24). When it comes to the symbolic 

meanings that are attributed to menstruation and menstrual blood, many social scientists 

have observed that menstruation as ‘taboo’ or ‘pollution’ is a common way of conceptualising 

the phenomenon in many different cultures and places. According to Britton (1996), “the idea 

of pollution is bound up with connotations of dirt, mess, and uncleanliness that are associated 

with menstrual blood by both men and women” (p. 648). This could be seen an extension of 
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Douglas’s ideas about pollution, which lay a focus on ‘matter out of place’ (1966). To Douglas 

(1966), certain substances that have crossed a boundary – whether that is a physical (bodily) 

boundary, or a socio-cultural (symbolic) boundary – are perceived as dirt or even danger in a 

society. It has been argued that blood, and especially menstrual blood, could be considered 

as a ‘matter out of place’, having crossed bodily boundaries (Britton, 1996; Buckley & Gottlieb, 

1988; Newton, 2016).  

Symbolic theories of menstruation have been criticised for, amongst others, having the 

tendency “to take the bodies of women as empirical givens, quite separate from the multiple 

cultural variables that are the subjects of [anthropologists’] inquiries” (Buckley & Gottlieb, 

1988, p. 43). The representation of symbolic systems themselves, however, has also been 

uniform, normative and static. Many studies approach these and other (symbolic) systems in 

such a way that “beliefs and practices are considered to be reflections of cultural patterns – 

with the holistic concept of ‘culture’ disregarding variations, contestations, or multi-level 

power differences” (Van der Sijpt, 2011, p. 7). People themselves also interact with and 

appropriate these widespread symbolic framings of menstruation: they interpret them, put 

them to strategic use, or downplay them as is relevant in their own context (Britton, 1996; 

Christoforou, 2018). In my research, this dynamic relationship that young, educated (upper-

)middle class women have with symbolic interpretations of menstruation is something that is 

highlighted, especially when describing the transformations their perceptions have gone 

through. The criticism mentioned above works to warn the anthropologist not to forget to 

consider the women, their bodies, and the existing cultural intricacies as all active and 

interacting in perceptions of menstruation.  

Responding to approaches that address socio-cultural meanings of menstruation, Laws 

(1990) stresses that these are also per definition political in nature, for example because – as 

something that is only experienced by women – it is almost per necessity understood 

differently by men and women. Existing gendered power relations are argued to be supported 

through the medicalisation of menstruation – a development that constructs the process in 

increasingly more biomedical terms (Martin, 1987). Through it, menstruation is often 

constructed as a ‘failure’, “scrutinised, and constructed as problematic and in need of medical 

surveillance” (Newton, 2016, p. 64). Menstruation, then, could be seen as embedded in a 

political context. On a daily basis – and on a much smaller scale – women navigate within fields 
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of power relations that influence different perceptions of menstruation. In this thesis I aim to 

situate the ‘micro-appropriations’ of different ideas and feelings about menstruation by young 

middle-class women in Dhaka through showing and analysing their own descriptions and 

interpretations of the process of transformation.  

2.2 (Types of) Knowledge 

As this research specifically focuses on perceptions surrounding menstruation and knowledge 

obtained with regards to it, in this section I will elaborate on a selection of different types of 

knowledge. To begin, what exactly is understood by the term ‘knowledge’ has been an 

ongoing debate, but a common explanation sees knowledge as those elements that a person 

uses to interpret and act on the social and natural world around them (Barth, 2002; Eickelman, 

2015). In anthropology, these elements are often seen to be socialised (Schutz, 2002). Adding 

to that, it could be said that there is no single knowledge that is ‘the truth’, but rather there 

are different sets of knowledge in and applying to different contexts (Jordan, 1997) or even 

occurring alongside or with each other. As Van der Geest writes: “‘[K]nowledge’ is not only 

culture-bound, it is situation-bound as well. What is presented as knowledge depends on who 

the speaker is and who the listener, what the question was, etc.” (1991, p. 69). Knowledge 

manifests itself not necessarily in an explicit form that can be verbally outed, but could also 

be implicit (Davies, 2015). In research about knowledge, these complexities that are inherent 

in the term should be considered carefully. When looking at different types of knowledge, as 

I will do now, these complexities are also highlighted. 

Many different types of knowledge exist, all of which carry a certain significance in the 

contexts they find themselves in. A form of knowledge that is important to consider is that 

which has been referred to as ‘authoritative knowledge’. This form is based on the observation 

that   

for any particular domain several knowledge systems exist, some of which, by consensus, 

come to carry more weight than others, either because they explain the state of the world 

better for the purposes at hand (efficacy) or because they are associated with a stronger 

power base (structural superiority), and usually both. (Jordan, 1997, p. 56) 

What is important to note here is the assumption that very often multiple co-existing strands 

of knowledge – in terms of the previous section: socio-cultural or symbolic – occur, and that 
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an individual can move between them as per what the situation requires (Jordan, 1997). In my 

own research, I also start from this assumption, considering the multiple different knowledge 

systems that focus on menstruation present in the urban Bangladeshi (upper-) middle class 

context. As mentioned, one of these systems often develops more authority, as a result of 

which the others – and those who engage with them – are devalued (Jordan, 1997). Because 

it seems “natural, reasonable, and consensually constructed” and “carries the possibility of 

powerful sanctions” (Jordan, 1997, p. 57), people often accept as well as “actively and 

unselfconsciously engage in [the authoritative knowledge’s] routine production and 

reproduction” (p. 58). The way that authoritative knowledge is formed, talked about and 

circulated in society could be important when it comes to looking at the perception that 

young, educated (upper-middle) class women have of certain types of knowledge related to 

menstruation.  

‘Lay’ or ‘vernacular’ knowledge – also known as ‘popular’ or ‘everyday’ knowledge, 

obtained through informal interactions (Newton, 2016; Escoffier, 1998-99) – is often, but not 

necessarily, considered ‘non-authoritative’. With regards to the body, vernacular knowledge 

attends to the uniting of “social and cultural aspects with the physical body in [the individual’s] 

own words […] taking into account their own experiences and belief systems” (Newton, 2016, 

p. 3), the eliciting of which in the form of perceptions of menstruation has also been my aim 

during data collection. Vernacular knowledge is often presented as the other side of ‘expert’ 

or ‘scientific’ knowledge, although considering the above I would argue that the division is not 

always very strict. Scientific knowledge focuses more on ‘intellectual validity’ (Escoffier, 1998-

99), and is said to “contain the implicit assumption that the information is ‘scientific fact’, 

based on universal, cross-culturally valid ‘truths’” (Pelto & Pelto, 1997, p. 148). Medical 

knowledge is a type of knowledge that is often put in this category, and that exercises a lot of 

impact on bodily issues and experiences, like menstruation. As a result, it is likely to become 

incorporated in vernacular knowledge, illustrating the multiplicity and interrelatedness of 

different types of knowledge. Added to that, medical, scientific knowledge – specifically from 

a western perspective – is regularly seen as a privileged (authoritative) type of knowledge. In 

my research I look into how contemporary new women in Dhaka use their agency to 

productively shape their own ways of understanding out of different types (and sources) of 

knowledge and may change associations along the way.  
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2.3 Negotiating Plurality 

The co-existence of multiple different strands or systems of knowledge, which has been 

touched upon above, could also be described using the notion of pluralism. In most of the 

literature that I consult here this concerns the co-existence of systems of medicine5,6, including 

for example traditional ‘folk’ systems and scientific ‘modern’ biomedicine. (Medical) Pluralism 

is neither a very new, nor an uncommon occurrence in today’s day and age: Zhang (2007) 

states that “medical pluralism is a reality that has been documented by many medical 

anthropologists” (p. 79), and Nguyen (2013) mentions that “medical pluralism is the norm in 

urban areas throughout the world” (p. 42). In this section I will elaborate on the intricacies of 

plurality, and of negotiating in it.  

The occurrence of more than one system of knowledge in one place is very common, 

even more so as knowledge, beliefs and practices become more easily available and are 

spread more quickly through a globalised, (electronically) connected world. In line with 

Appadurai’s (1990) way of thinking about place in this globalised/globalising world, (systems 

of) knowledge have become more and more deterritorialised – or in other words; less bound 

to a specific locality. Media (including now the internet), amongst others, create what could 

be seen as communities “without a sense of place” (Meyrowitz, 1985, as cited in Appadurai, 

1990, p. 2). The term pluralism becomes more complicated when considering how people 

negotiate the different (medical) systems they are surrounded with. People are likely to 

possess very different levels of knowledge about the characteristics of one or multiple systems 

and the ideologies underlying them (Minocha, 1980), and in fact, “[p]eople’s knowledge about 

medicine and health is […] a total of fragments of beliefs and practices found in diverse 

systems” (Minocha, 1980, p. 218). Within the context of the plurality of these systems, people 

 
5 Re-addressing a criticism on the representation of symbolic systems (see section 2.2): when speaking of systems 
– symbolic, medical or otherwise – I am aware of how their uniformity, coherence and distinctiveness have often 
been contested. I remain sensitive to that these can be more fluid and nuanced than presented as, but would 
argue that the arguments I present here will hold regardless. I aim in this research to explore how women talk 
about their experiences, and thus will conserve the way that they describe concepts and systems in a less 
theoretical fashion.  
 
6 Although I consult literature on medical pluralism – a form of pluralism that does not entirely describe what 
this research focuses on – it is possible to lift the concept out of this specific context. I will elaborate here on 
pluralism as it has been described in the literature, and in the format that will be applicable to this thesis.  
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attempt to “[justify] their beliefs in specific medical practices and […] attribut[e] meanings to 

their health behaviours” (Chang & Basnyat, 2015, p. 241) in very different ways. 

In a situation where more than one system and/or type of knowledge occurs, a notion 

that Broom (2009) takes on is that of bricolage. In the context that he applies it to, this refers 

to “an iterative process whereby individuals actively collect together varying forms of 

expertise, practices, and technologies in an attempt to create a subjectified, individualised, 

and embodied therapeutic trajectory” (p. 1052). Both intuitive and embodied (‘vernacular’) 

knowledge – produced through the physical body – as well as more formalised (‘objective’) 

scientific expertise are part of this, where the former is used to contextualise the latter rather 

than the other way around (Broom, 2009; Hester, 2005). Bricolage is “grounded in everyday 

activities such as ‘making do’ with the ‘tools’ at hand” (p.82), but this does not mean that no 

contribution is done to new forms of understandings (Hester, 2005). Van der Geest (1991) 

takes on the concept of ‘cultural reinterpretation’ as a way to understand bricolage on some 

occasions. The concept is defined as “the process by which old meanings are ascribed to new 

elements or by which new values change the cultural significance of old forms. It operates 

internally, from generation to generation, no less than in integrating a borrowed element into 

a receiving culture” (Herskovits, 1955, as cited in Van der Geest, 1991, p. 83). Using these 

concepts as they have been described here, cultural reinterpretation can be a part of 

bricolage, which seems to occur on a larger scale, involving a variety of different elements. 

What seems to set bricolage apart slightly, however, is its specific focus on the active role of 

the individual in the process, which is not emphasised in the definition of cultural 

reinterpretation.  

In my research, I approach the participants’ descriptions of their perceptions of 

menstruation – and more specifically of how these perceptions have formed into what they 

were/are – using this understanding. Focusing also on how the young women’s perceptions 

have transformed over the years, whilst encountering and accessing different types and 

sources of knowledge, an analysis informed by literature on pluralism and concepts like 

bricolage and cultural reinterpretation should be valuable in making sense of the obtained 

data.   
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3. Research Methodology 
 

For two and a half months I conducted anthropological fieldwork in Dhaka, Bangladesh with 

the purpose of collecting data for this thesis. During the fieldwork I was hosted by the public 

health-school and research centre of a private university. In the following sections I will 

describe and reflect upon the fieldwork period, the methods used and the ethical 

considerations that I made before, during and after the fieldwork. 

3.1 Participants 

Spending most of my time during the fieldwork at the public health-school, it is through the 

connections that I made there that I received access to the young women that would become 

the participants of my research. Because my aim was to look into the perceptions of educated, 

(upper-)middle class young women in Dhaka, the main criteria for my participants were for 

them to live in the city, to be in their twenties, and to have studied or to currently study at an 

institute of higher education.  

First, the choice of age range was made because of the presumed ability of the women 

to reflect upon their perceptions and experiences as young people during menarche as well 

as in the time-period following. With 10 or more years having passed, it could be argued this 

was a notable amount of time for the women to have ‘come to terms with’ the experience as 

a whole, and to be able to trace any changes and/or transformations over time, as is the focus 

of this research. Moreover, to compare perceptions and experiences a similar age of the 

participants will make it easier to identify some overarching themes. 

The criterion of being or having been a student at a private institute of higher 

education was determined as a result of a conversation with my local supervisor. According 

to him, being a student at a private university in Bangladesh – mainly given the price range of 

the study fees – is seen as a suitable indicator for being a member of the (upper-)middle class. 

On top of that, most study programmes at private universities are taught in English, which 

ensured that no language barriers would arise7. During the interviews I checked how the 

 
7 This means that all focus group discussions, interviews and other conversations were held in English (without 
the presence of a translator). Whenever relevant and possible, however, local terminology was also considered. 
On such occasions, the participant(s) in question would translate the Bengali words or phrases on the spot or at 
a later moment in time.  
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participants themselves would describe their own and their peers’ (socio-economic) class-

position, to confirm the assumptions made beforehand.  

The religious as well as the educational backgrounds of the women were considered 

(in hindsight) specifically because both had been discussed on many occasions during the 

fieldwork. Religion is a concept that was considered by many of the participants to play an 

important role in the shaping of their perceptions of menstruation. Although experiences did 

not appear different between those who grew up as Hindu or as Muslim, taking note of the 

religious background of each of the women puts some of the anecdotes (i.e. of particular 

religious practices) into perspective. Taking note of the educational backgrounds of the 

women also helps to situate their experiences, as different educational backgrounds were 

indicated by some women to promote different kinds of knowledge. 

I came into contact with my participants firstly through sending out an e-mail to the 

department I was based at informing if anyone meeting these criteria would be interested to 

join the research. Secondly, a colleague reached out to her social network at the university8. 

Some of the women I knew better than others, both because not all the participants were part 

of both a focus group discussion (FGD) and an in-depth interview (IDI), as well as because 

some of the women were colleagues with whom I spent more time, and who became friends 

over time. As a result of this the dynamics in the individual conversations differed from person 

to person, depending in part on how well I knew the participant. In total, 16 women were part 

of this research, 10 of which took part in both an FGD and an IDI. A brief overview of the most 

relevant personal characteristics of all participants can be found in Annex 1.  

3.2 (Participant) Observation and Informal Conversations  

Before I describe my use of focus group discussions and in-depth interviews as the main data 

collection-methods, I will briefly touch upon how (participant) observation and informal 

conversations were part of my fieldwork. With an initially very small network in Dhaka, the 

rather private nature of the research topic, and the fact that after working hours it was hard 

to meet and hang out with my (potential) participants, the first step I took to become more 

 
8 Mainly as a result of their jobs and university-studies, many if not all of the participants had what I (and they 
themselves) would argue to have an ‘above-average’ amount of awareness and knowledge of menstruation and 
related topics. As such, I would want to emphasise that the experiences and perceptions described here are most 
likely not representative of all young, educated, (upper-)middle class women in Dhaka.  
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engaged with the topic of menstruation and my potential participants was to reach out to a 

number of women who worked with or did research on topics related to menstruation. With 

them I talked (in an informal setting) about their work and my research-plans, and about how 

they felt menstruation is generally approached – including if and how it is approached 

differently depending on socio-economic class – in Bangladesh. The information obtained 

from these and other conversations with colleagues, added on with observations from my 

day-to-day activities like, for example, going out for groceries, contributed to my initial overall 

understanding of the subject matter, and informed my design of the topic lists for the focus 

groups and interviews (see Annex 2).   

3.3 Focus Group Discussions (FGDs) 

Two FGDs were conducted during the fieldwork-period, both of which took place in a 

discussion room at the research centre and lasted around 90 minutes each. A topic list was 

used as a tool to make sure all topics identified as relevant beforehand would be addressed in 

the discussion and can be found in Annex 2. The FGDs were recorded (after obtaining verbal 

consent) using a recording-app on my phone and transferred to a secure hard drive directly 

following the discussion.  

 The purpose of the FGDs was primarily exploratory, both because they were my first 

formal interactions with the participants, and because of the idea that group processes allow 

for views and experiences important to the participants themselves to be explored and 

clarified in their own vocabulary and more easily than in an individual interview (Kitzinger, 

1995). Rather than the broader research question that guides this thesis, the research 

question leading the FGDs was one focused on (the sources and types of) menstrual 

knowledge specifically. Hence, I aimed to keep the conversations focused on learning in a 

more general way how, when and where these women would hear and learn about 

menstruation.  

Because of the presumed privacy of the topic, the question that was used to initiate 

the discussion (see Annex 2) was posed in such a way that the topic was made less directly 

personal, and thus presumably easier to talk about. In both FGDs, however, it became clear 

that few of the participants minded speaking about personal experiences and perceptions, 

and that more impersonal questions were often illustrated with very personal examples. 
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Added to this, as a way of probing for a larger amount of sources of information about 

menstruation that the women encountered, and of keeping track of the answers in order to 

elaborate on them at a later point in the discussion (or in the IDIs), I also conducted a free-

listing exercise. The sources of knowledge mentioned by the participants guided a lot of the 

remaining conversations. Some of the results from this exercise can be found in Annex 3.  

Looking back at the FGDs, many of the women were very eager to participate in the 

discussion, making that my role was more in the background, occasionally asking follow-up 

questions. Because many of the participants already knew each other, the group dynamics 

were quite smooth and everyone seemed able to share what they were willing to share. I 

attempted to continuously involve the participants that seemed to sometimes receive less 

space to express their thoughts. I believe my role could have been a more actively guiding one, 

specifically to keep the discussion more focused on menstruation in particular. Although, as 

Green & Thorogood (2004) mentioned, “in more exploratory work, the ‘deviations’ can be left 

to run for a little longer, as topics that seem irrelevant at the time may be crucial at the analysis 

stage” (p. 126), some moments became rather chaotic. Because many participants were very 

keen to contribute, some topics were not elaborated on as much. In the IDIs, which I will 

elaborate on now, I attempted to follow up on those topics that received less attention. 

3.4 In-Depth Interviews (IDIs) 

Specifically because I was looking for personal perceptions of menstruation, the flexible set-

up and more natural form of conversation that occur in semi-structured, in-depth interviews 

allowed me to follow up on aspects particular to the stories of the participants (Skinner, 2012). 

Like in the focus groups, I used a topic list (see Annex 2 also) which indicated topics and 

questions that I wanted to cover, yet did not determine a set structure for the interviews. It 

was the participant’s responses that determined the angles taken and information produced 

with regards to these topics, including the relative importance of all of those discussed 

(Brinkmann, 2014; Green & Thorogood, 2004).  

In total, 13 individual interviews were conducted, all of which lasted between 40 and 

100 minutes and were also recorded with my phone. Most of the interviewees – except three 

who had not been able to join – had joined one of the FGDs before. The interviews were 

organized in a mutually agreed upon location that was not too crowded and loud, and that 
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was easily reachable primarily for the participant. Most interviews were held at the research 

institute I was based at, but some were held in other university-buildings, cafés or, in one case, 

at a participant’s home. The fact that some interviews were held in less private spaces than 

others, like for example a café, could have potentially influenced the answers given and topics 

touched upon by the participants. However, all participants mentioned that they felt 

comfortable discussing menstruation in those places, which also offered an interesting insight 

into how they currently feel about the subject.  

 In most interviews, I recapped the opening question of the FGDs (see Annex 2) as a 

sort of ‘icebreaker’ to begin with. In most cases, talking about this directly encouraged the 

women to share personal experiences, offering a smooth entrance into the conversation. With 

participants that I had not met before, I made sure to explain properly the purpose of my 

research and the previous data collection that I had already done. With them also I started 

with the same question, again offering a less directly intimate conversation as a steppingstone 

to the more personal experiences mentioned. My relationship with (some of) the participants 

– those who were colleagues and had become friends over the fieldwork-period – also 

influenced the dynamics of the conversation. On the one hand, these relationships helped to 

build rapport and mutual trust, and on the other hand they also gave me a certain form of 

‘(external) legitimacy’ (Green & Thorogood, 2004, p. 95) with others that knew I had 

befriended one of their friends and/or colleagues.   

3.5 Data Analysis 

For the analysis of the data obtained using the methods described in this chapter, I first 

resorted to the transcribing of the FGDs and IDIs. I started the transcriptions whilst still in the 

field, already marking some interesting quotes and themes (that would be used as codes later) 

that also helped me position what other participants touched upon. Having conducted all the 

interviews, and with a ‘provisional coding system’ (Green & Thorogood, 2004, p. 182) at hand, 

I used the qualitative data analysis software NVivo to perform a deeper and more structured 

analysis of the data. This included a shift to looking more into the relationships between the 

categories identified and linking the categories to more theoretically informed concepts. 

Whilst working on this, I was able to revisit the theoretical framework (as presented in the 

previous chapter) and critically reflect upon how the data obtained as part of this research is 

situated in it. 
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3.6 Ethical Considerations 

3.6.1 Confidentiality, anonymity and informed consent 

Because of the possible sensitivity of the topic of menstruation, making explicit how I planned 

to manage confidentiality and anonymity was an important part of my research. To begin with, 

as it is not strictly necessary for the participants to be referred to by any specifically personal 

characteristics, all personal details and other identifiable aspects (except for those important 

to the results, mentioned in Annex 1) have been altered or left out of the transcriptions and 

research report(s). Added to that, all participants have been given the opportunity to choose 

a pseudonym9, or have been attributed one from a list of female Bangladeshi writers. I have 

also refrained from mentioning the name of the university and faculty / research institute that 

I was based at. Lastly, I have ensured that my notes and audio-recordings were kept in a safe 

and secure place at all times: all written notes have been digitalised as quickly as possible after 

the interview and, along with the audio-recordings, saved on three separate encrypted, 

password-protected locations. With these measures, “external confidentiality” (Tolich, 2010, 

as cited in Allen & Wiles, 2016, p. 151) has been conferred. When it comes to internal 

confidentiality – in this case with regards to colleagues and friends (who were aware of the 

women’s participation in the study) – I have paid attention to the content of the quotes used, 

making sure that the information provided is not too specific to the individual, and with that 

could unmask the participants’ identities. 

 During the data collection I have obtained voluntary informed consent from all 

individuals that participated in this research. At the start of each FGD, and again briefly at the 

start of the IDIs (and more extensively with those participants that had not taken part in an 

FGD before) I outlined “the nature of the data collection and the purpose for which the data 

will be used” (Boeije, 2010, p. 45), answered any questions or concerns with regards to this, 

and asked for a verbal confirmation of the participants’ consent. In most occasions this was 

recorded along with the rest of the interview. Because I approached consent as an ongoing, 

reflexive process and a dialogue (American Anthropological Association, 2012), I also made 

 
9 Given my limited knowledge of Bengali and the meaning of names in Bangladesh, and to make sure that all 
participants felt comfortable with their pseudonyms, I chose to give all the opportunity to come up with their 
own. Added to that, as Allen & Wiles (2016) write: “Thoughtful naming is a way of acknowledging a relationship 
with [y]our participants where there is ongoing contact; they are not simply another “Mary” or “P3” but someone 
who has participated in their naming and will know themselves in the works that their words have helped to 
produce” (p. 162).  
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clear that the participants were free to discontinue their participation at any time without 

having to explain themselves. Added to that, I actively monitored the wellbeing of the 

participants and tried to be sensitive to any non-verbal cues that indicated discomfort with 

the research process or subject.  

 Besides ensuring confidentiality, plenty of time was dedicated to building rapport, for 

example through constructing the research more as a dialogue, and through small talk when 

appropriate. The effects on the research of the possible reluctance to talk about certain 

aspects of menstruation that are considered too personal or shameful to share were 

considered carefully, but no problems seem to have appeared in relation to this during the 

data collection10. Generally, I have aimed to be respectful of that which the participants have 

shared with me; I have discussed with them my findings whilst in the field and cleared up any 

unclarities that arose. 

3.6.2 Reflexivity  

Writing about perceptions of a bodily experience that I also encounter frequently, I have tried 

to be aware not to influence or steer the participants with my own thoughts, feelings and 

beliefs during the data collection. One measure I took on to help me recognize (and 

subsequently minimise) my own assumptions, biases and position in the research – as a 

menstruating woman, but also as a foreign, white, young student-researcher – was to 

specifically dedicate time to consider all of the above. On several occasions during the 

fieldwork I have taken moments to look back on the activities of the past days and weeks to 

critically (re-)evaluate the process. Added to this, as I was connected to a research institute, I 

was able to converse and share experiences regularly with researchers who are themselves 

from Dhaka. The feedback that I received from them I took with in my research. Examples of 

this included meanings of class in Dhaka (and how they differed a lot from my own 

understandings), understandings of religion, culture and language in Bangladesh, and how 

they are closely linked to the country’s recent history.  

 
10 It should be considered that one cannot know for certain if this was indeed the case, and that there are many 
elements that shape “which particular experiences interviewees choose to discuss, and how they talk about 
them. [As such,] it cannot be presumed that the interviewer is simply a conduit for the expression of those 
experiences” (Green & Thorogood, 2004, p. 92).  
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I took into account that my connection with the research institute, and my position as 

a (young) foreign researcher could still have influenced my research activities in ways other 

than those mentioned above. For example, as a result of having been seen as an outsider, 

participants might have simplified some of their anecdotes related to specific religious 

elements that they believed I otherwise would not have understood. During the fieldwork I 

always attempted to ask follow-up questions if I believed this might have been happening. 

Some of the personal characteristics that I had in common with the participants – those 

including age, gender and personal interests – might have played a role in breaking down 

barriers and gaining trust, thus also influencing the research activities (but in a more positive 

way). With regards to language barriers, which did not appear to be present, I have made sure 

to nevertheless remain aware of the fact that I was engaging with (a number of) non-native 

speakers of English. Especially during the group interviews I remained sensitive to this, making 

sure that those women that had more difficulty expressing themselves were given equal space 

to participate.  

As a concluding remark, it should be realised that it is impossible for my actions, 

position and general presence as a researcher – and also the social setting and context – not 

to influence the research process. Not so much to counter this, but rather to recognise and 

account for it, I have aimed to create both methodological and theoretical openness (as Green 

& Thorogood, 2004 suggest) through documenting explicitly how the research and its findings 

have come into being.   
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4. Entering Womanhood 
 

With the aim of this research being an exploration of how (upper-)middle class, educated 

young women in Dhaka describe the transformations in their perceptions surrounding 

menstruation, a discussion of their initial perceptions is in place. This then makes it possible 

to understand what is believed to have changed since then. As such, in this chapter I will focus 

on the accounts that the women gave of their experiences with (talk about) menstruation 

surrounding menarche, or as I refer to it here, as they are entering womanhood11. Added to 

that, I will discuss their perceptions of what was happening around that time, and how they 

related this to the broader context they found themselves in. Almost all participants described 

an occasion – which many of them referred to as ‘the talk’ – on which they were first told 

about menstruation. The timing (before or after the first period) and content (the range of 

topics covered and amount of details given) of this event differed for many, but some 

commonalities can be observed. Besides this specific event, the women’s initial feelings, 

experiences and perceptions related to menstruation were described as they were present in 

the home and among family and in school. By highlighting these elements – ‘the talk’, 

menstruation at home, and menstruation at school – I will seek out what the participants 

believed constituted and shaped their initial perceptions. 

4.1 The Talk 

When recounting their first period, all women narrated one (or, in some cases, several) 

specific moment(s) at which they received an explanation of (some aspects of) menstruation, 

mostly on the very occasion of that first period or around the age that girls are expected to 

get it. Although for many this was not the first or only time they were told about menstruation, 

‘the talk’ – as several women called it – seemed to be considered as a defining moment. In 

almost all cases, ‘the talk’ referred to what their mothers touched upon following the moment 

that the participants confronted them about blood in their underwear (their first period). 

Some women, however, (also) described being presented with a similar talk dedicated to the 

topic in school, along with the other girls in their year – which will be discussed in section 4.3 

 
11 Although menstruation could be seen as a form of social transformation, and in this thesis I use the concept of 
‘new womanhood’ (Hussein, 2018) to describe the participants in their current positions and mind-sets, it should 
be noted that the women in this research did not specifically use this terminology when describing their 
experiences surrounding menarche. 
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– and one recounted talking to her older sister (instead of her mother, the content however 

was similar).  

 In our conversations, many women described a similar state in which they ‘entered’ 

the talks. Participants recounted a sense of panic and fear, which some attributed to the fact 

that they had not learned about menstruation before their actual experience with it, for many 

at that exact moment. Others provided anecdotes of how they mistook the blood as being 

caused by something else, usually a (scary) disease. The panic and fear were not felt as strongly 

by all, especially not if they had been (properly) informed before the event by their mother, 

at school, or by siblings or peers who had already started menstruating. Whether the 

participants indicated that they felt differently as they came out of the conversation differed 

from person to person, with the elements addressed also being mentioned to play a role.   

 Moving then to the content of ‘the talk’, the experiences mentioned by Sokhina reveal 

several themes and aspects that were also mentioned by others: 

‘I had [my first period] in the middle of a cousin’s wedding and I thought I was dying. 

So yeah, and then for three days I didn’t tell anyone because I did not want my family 

to worry about it. And then when I finally did tell my mom she didn’t really respond or 

explain what was happening. She handed me a pad and asked me to take off my 

panties. That―that was it. And then she said: “This is something that happens to all 

women, every single month. This is going to go on for like a week, but you can’t tell 

any boys about it. It is a woman’s secret.”’ 

Perhaps the aspect that was most commonly mentioned to have been included in ‘the talk’ – 

as it is above – is the provision of a pad, which for some was accompanied by a more detailed 

explanation of how to manage one’s menstruation and as such could be seen as referring to 

the more practical side of the explanation. According to many, using a pad was, and still is, the 

most common way of managing one’s menstruation in urban (middle class) Bangladesh, partly 

because products like tampons and menstrual cups have been indicated by the research 

participants to not be very widely available to the Bangladeshi consumer. Although a wide 

range of brands and types of menstrual pads was said to be sold in Dhaka shops, at their first 

period many women were presented with the one that was already used by their mothers or 

older siblings. 
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 A second common element of ‘the talk’ is the statement that periods are a monthly 

recurring issue, and that they occur in all women. Even the most minimal explanations that 

were described included this and the previous piece of information. Looking back, many of 

the women that were presented with a talk following these approximate parameters did not 

describe this as a positive experience. They emphasised that such a ‘talk’ left many questions 

and with that infused their perceptions of menstruation with notions of fear. 

 A third aspect that was mentioned in several cases is that of keeping the whole process, 

including the use (and specifically the disposal) of pads, away from others – most importantly 

boys and men. In many cases, like in Sokhina’s as quoted above, the comment was not 

described as specifically directed at any part of or action related to menstruation. In other 

communications, participants mentioned more specific instructions being given to avoid any 

confrontation with others (of the other gender), as does Nazifa: 

‘Yeah, but that was—like you said, literally the only talk I got from my mother was; 

"This is how you open it, this is how take it off, and then you—this is how you wear it. 

[…] And when you—when you're done with it you take it, you wrap it in newspapers 

so no-one can see the blood, because oh my God what a shame. Uhm, you wrap it and 

then you hide the thing until you get to the bin and then you throw it out."’ 

This focus on keeping menstruation away from others – usually without receiving an 

explanation as to why – encouraged feelings of shame for many and essentially constructed 

the process as a taboo subject. Few of the participants knew how to explain what exactly it 

was that these ideas of secrecy and shame entailed, but connections were mostly made to the 

fact that they later learned ‘proximity’ to boys became increasingly seen as a danger, and that 

religion casts menstruation (and with that those who menstruate) as ‘impure’12. As touched 

upon in section 2.1, menstrual taboos are cultural constructions (Buckley & Gottlieb, 1988) 

and have been attributed different symbolical framings. In the introduction it was mentioned 

that menstruation has been viewed as a symbol of fertility, which in turn is associated with 

sexuality. As a result, especially unmarried adolescent girls (as these women were then) were 

expected to be modest and kept away from all that potentially had to do with sexual 

reproduction (Rashid, 2000), something that could perhaps also be at play here.  

 
12 This information, casting menstruation as shameful and a taboo, was also shared in contexts other than ‘the 
talk’, including in less explicit ways. I will touch upon this in the next two sections of this chapter.  
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 On top of (some of) the elements above, several participants received (much) more 

information about menstruation during their ‘talks’ than others, including on topics related to 

puberty and sexuality more broadly. Tahmima, for example, describes her experience as 

follows:   

‘Yeah, she sat me down and she gave me a talk about―that was before I had my 

period, I think a few months or maybe a year before I had my period. So, she sat me 

down, she told me about―she actually gave me a good talk considering all her ideas 

of shame and modesty and morality. And so she told me about good touch, bad 

touch13. […] I’m sure not everybody got that talk. […] She told me about how to identify 

sexual abuse, what a period is. She didn’t really get into the biology of it, like what 

happens. […] So, she told me it’s going to bleed, you might have cramps, you might not 

have cramps, how it’s going to affect your body, and that you’re going to develop 

breasts. She gave me the whole ‘what puberty is’-thing.’ 

As this quote also illustrates, other topics and elements that were sometimes discussed in 

relation to menstruation, puberty and sexuality, included how menstruation could cause 

cramps, how leakages might occur if there is a lot of blood, but also how it is a part of the 

bodily changes that happen during puberty and how menstruation is linked to fertility and 

pregnancy (and thus sexuality). Especially the latter two were rarely mentioned to have been 

discussed by mothers, which was usually mentioned to be either because of a lack of 

knowledge, and/or because of the taboo that surrounds the topic of sexuality (including the 

idea that talking about it might encourage young people to engage in sexual acts rather than 

prevent them from doing so). If they received more information than ‘the average girl’, 

participants said they felt lucky that they did receive it (especially knowing that many others 

did not) and more at ease with the process. Some also mentioned, however, that this did not 

necessarily mean their perceptions were much different from the others, as other elements 

(in other contexts) – as will be discussed in the next two sections – also played a role in the 

shaping of those.  

 At times, women related the content and impact of ‘the talk’ – regardless of how they 

described those – to the attitude of their mothers during the conversation. Some mothers 

 
13 These terms are used to explain to children what kind of touch is and is not okay, to prevent (sexual) abuse. 
Good touch should feel pleasant and good, whereas bad touch feels unpleasant and uncomfortable.  
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were mentioned to be more confident and ‘well-equipped’ in their chats, often because they 

had had ‘practice’ before with an older daughter – an experience which these women said 

they were lucky to have. Some were less so, which was talked about as stirring up more 

negative feelings, including those of awkwardness.  

 All in all, for many women it was ‘the talk’ – specifically if it was held with their mother 

around the time of their first period – that was mentioned first as a source of knowledge 

contributing to their perception of menstruation as they ‘entered womanhood’. These talks 

were some of the first and more explicit encounters with many of the aspects related to 

menstruation, and different perceptions about it. The elements touched upon, then, often 

came to stand central to the women’s own initial perceptions. The other ways – some more 

implicit – that knowledge of menstruation is said to be circulated, including also at home, 

where most of these talks were also held, I will discuss now.  

4.2 Menstruation at Home 

Besides ‘the talk’, other elements that occurred at home have been indicated as sources of 

knowledge about menstruation, and with that as having an impact on the women’s 

perceptions of menstruation in the earlier stages. With the home I mean to refer to those 

spaces that are among family, that the participants related to family attitudes, compositions, 

and (religious) practices, all of which overlap. Although many participants talked about the 

same elements to be of relevance, the way that they did – including the kind of knowledge 

that was presented – differed among them.  

 To begin with, a much-discussed element in the home related to this concerned the 

attitudes of family members, most specifically that of the mother and of aunts. An insight into 

the beliefs and attitude of the mother was often given during ‘the talk’, but since this was 

merely a single (but nevertheless impactful) event, her attitude was addressed outside this 

context as well. One aspect that was presented by almost all women concerned how their 

mothers (and aunts) felt about the ‘appropriate’ place of talk about menstruation – often 

confined to inside the home – and with whom it is considered okay to talk about it, something 

that many said they realised early on. A few participants described more restrictive situations, 

where they felt they could only really discuss issues surrounding their period with their mother 

and sister(s), with that framing it as a secret. Some women said they picked up on this more 

implicitly, whilst others even found themselves being reprimanded very explicitly if they 
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overstepped the apparent ‘boundaries’ within which menstruation was supposed to be 

managed, as did Sutrishna: 

‘I remember one day I just woke up and then I saw my aunty was at home. And then I 

just, you know, freshened up and I did not notice that my dress was stained and the 

bedsheet was stained. Like, and she just saw me and then she―my uncle was also 

there. […] [S]he just took me in my room and then she saw the bedsheet and she 

started like, you know, not yelling, because she can’t yell because uncle is there. So, 

she kept telling me that: “You should be more careful. Girls―GIRLS should be more 

careful.”’ 

Especially the attitude of the female family members towards opening up to and involving 

men and boys – and in particular male members of the family, like is also emphasised in the 

quote above – was brought up frequently. The ‘policing’ in the home – often specifically 

focused on hiding menstruation and menstrual products – that started at menarche was 

specifically mentioned to encourage annoyance and negative connotations for many, but also 

inciting confusion for some. As Tahmima mentioned: 

‘I never knew what was being done for hygiene and wat was being done for keeping it 

a secret. That line is blurred for me, it’s even now.’ 

 

Besides more restrictive situations, some also described more ‘open’ and ‘liberal’ attitudes, 

where it was clear that concerns and needs could be shared freely in the household. These 

were usually mentioned to be appreciated by the women, framing menstruation as more 

normal and encouraging less negative connotations. Maya also describes this: 

‘[M]y mother never told me that it’s wrong for your brother to get pads for you. And if 

my dad was getting pads for my mom, she would – if I needed a pad – she would ask 

me; “Okay [Maya], I’m telling your dad to get pads for me, do you need pads?”. And 

I’m like; “Yeah, but I use a different brand so tell him that.” […] And my brother was so 

nice, […] he of course did not understand the extent of the pain, or he did not 

understand that why periods would make you have cramps or something, but he was 

so nice. He used to make me tea and, you know, watch movies with me, get me 

chocolate. It was so nice!’ 
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This introduces also the role that family composition– with which I mean to refer mostly to 

the build-up of a family, i.e. the number and gender of the siblings – can play in the shaping 

of perceptions surrounding menstruation. Sokhina explains how this could work: 

‘So, it’s like, with older brothers, the first thought that the mothers always have is: 

“You can’t tell your brother.” Or: “The son can never find out.” But when it comes to 

an older sister, it’s more like, let’s say, free and open, because the dad goes off to work 

in the morning and the house is just left to the three girls.’ 

As was also mentioned in the previous section, others also believed that older sisters helped 

‘prepare’ their mother. Where it was said that an older sister then would have had little access 

to information about periods, the younger sibling would hear about menstruation both from 

her sister, and from her mother who had had a certain amount of ‘practice’. This was indicated 

to make things less awkward, and with that construct menstruation less as a ‘bad thing’. 

Women who had younger siblings themselves also mentioned they tried to ‘ease their sisters 

into it’ because they remembered some of their mother’s ‘lackings’.  

 A third element that many women specifically felt played a role in shaping their 

perceptions of menstruation when they were younger is what they called ‘family practices’. 

These are referred to specifically as such because although they were often connected to – 

but not necessarily ‘blamed on’ – religion, the way they were re-enforced differed from family 

to family. An example of this is related to the concept of purity, or the fact that – in Islam and 

Hinduism alike – one is supposedly not allowed to pray and/or touch religious objects while 

menstruating. Many participants discussed how, in order to regain the prior state of purity, an 

extensive cleaning ‘ritual’ had to be carried out, which left many ‘confused’ about what it 

meant to be ‘unclean’. Although in some cases, as Sutrishna describes below, women had 

talked about their families to have relatively ‘open’ mind-sets, it was with regards to religion 

that they saw more restrictive practices: 

‘My mom, as I told you, she was very cool with it and everything. […] But then she came 

in with things like – because I’m a Hindu and […] my mom is a very strong believer, 

okay? – […] “You’re not supposed to do this, you’re not supposed to do that…” […] 

[S]he became very restrictive when it came to, let’s say, you know praying and doing 
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all this touching and, you know, touching utensils that you use for prayers and stuff 

like that. She became very, you know, paranoid I would say, with things like that.’ 

Almost all agreed that these practices had a mainly ‘negative’ influence, constructing 

menstruation more as a ‘dirty thing’, but in individual conversations some indicated their 

families dealt with certain practices in such a way that they felt less restricted. For example, 

during Ramadan one is not required to fast during menstruation, and whereas many 

mentioned they were told to ‘pretend to fast’ (and thus hide the fact that they were on their 

period), others recounted that for them this was not the case.  

 These family (religious) practices, composition and attitudes were sources of 

knowledge played a role in shaping the women’s perceptions of menstruation in a wide variety 

of ways. For some, restrictions and silence caused confusion, feelings of inconvenience, and 

framed the process as a secret and taboo, while for others more ‘open’ and ‘liberal’ 

environments were much appreciated and specifically did not problematize menstruation. 

Some of these experiences and connotations are extended to more public spaces, like at 

school, whereas it is also there where women encountered new and different types of 

knowledge.  

4.3 Menstruation at School 

Both because women exit family-only spaces whilst on their period, and because 

menstruation is an experience that many women have in common, (talk about) it does not 

restrict itself to the home and the family. Several important sources of knowledge have been 

indicated by the participants to come from outside the home. Because young girls in Dhaka 

and in Bangladesh as a whole were mentioned by several participants to have limited freedom 

of movement, the space accessed outside the home is restricted mostly to school14. In this 

section I will go into these sources of knowledge encountered related to menstruation that 

were described by the participants to play a role in shaping their perceptions. Experiences 

converged more here than when talking about family and the home, in particular because 

 
14 Although in a few cases participants discussed encounters in, for example, shops (when buying pads) or at the 

doctor’s, these usually occurred at a later age and as such I will not discuss further. 
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many participants attended the same or a similar school. Nonetheless, differences can be 

recognised and will be discussed.  

An element that almost all women believed produced differentiated experiences in 

school is the type of school that one attended. Many indicated that English-medium schools – 

especially the so-called ‘higher-tier’ or ‘more elite’ ones – rather than Bangla-medium 

schools15 are perceived to be ‘less conservative’, and thus ‘more modern and open’ in the way 

that they discuss (in class, as part of the syllabus, etc.) certain topics such as menstruation. On 

the other hand, some mentioned that in an all-girls school rather than in a co-ed school 

conversation on topics surrounding menstruation (e.g. asking for a pad or staining your skirt) 

occurred more easily, and one did not need to feel as ‘ashamed’ about it as when among boys. 

The classes (which includes their content and the teachers), the materials (which includes 

primarily the books), and peers (which includes close friends and other fellow students) – all 

of which I will go into now – are aspects that were also touched upon with regards to this.   

 To begin with, several women talked about a specific session or class dedicated to 

menstruation, some of which had a lot in common with ‘the talk’ as described in section 4.1. 

When doing so they indicated that they believed this was not very common in Bangladesh, 

and that they felt lucky to have had the experience. Some participants recounted a separately 

organised event, for example with outside professionals coming in to discuss what periods 

are, and how to best manage them. The women mentioned that this provided them with 

enough knowledge and made dealing with menstruation easier, as it made them realise that 

they ‘can talk about it and it is okay’ (or ‘normal’), which for some was a different message 

than was received at home. Others recounted teachers touched upon the topic in class – as 

part of the curriculum or because they deemed it necessary. Maya recounts a similar 

experience: 

‘So, in our school our PE [Physical Education]-teacher actually did teach us about 

periods. And how periods can affect you physically, how periods can also affect you 

psychologically. […] [S]he was quite thorough and she said that our books don’t explain 

 
15 As explained by the participants (from both types of schools), Bangla-medium refers to schools that teach the 
national curriculum in Bengali, whereas English-medium refers to English-language schools which follow the GCE 
(General Certificate of Education) syllabus and offer O-level and A-level exams. Besides these two options, an 
English version of the national curriculum also exists. English-medium are often seen as the most prestigious, 
because they mainly offer private education and a more internationally oriented curriculum. 
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it the way it should. And actually―so we’re supposed to learn about periods from our 

science-teacher, but she did not teach us.’ 

It became apparent that the fact that a teacher took up the responsibility to talk about 

menstruation with the students means that some were provided with a wider range of 

knowledge than they otherwise would have been exposed to. This becomes especially clear 

as others described experiences where teachers skipped over the chapters discussing 

menstruation that were supposed to be part of the curriculum or were told to go through it 

by themselves at home. On occasions like these, many women recounted how they realised 

(for some once again) that the topic was a taboo, as also Yusra explains: 

‘I was in class 6 and we were in biology-class. [The teacher] came in, […] started class 

and she wrote on the board […], not remembering exactly what it was, but it was 

something like “the reproductive system”, “the sexual reproductive system”. […] She 

started talking, and then there was a disturbance outside, and some other teacher 

came in and asked her to come outside. After she left, they were gone for like a couple 

of minutes and we were like; “Wooo! We’re going to learn about the sexual 

reproductive system, oh wow!” […] But yeah, so she came back, she erased the board 

and then started on a completely different topic. I’m like, that’s when I realised how 

taboo it is. […] She was censored!’ 

Not all participants that recounted having a class or session about menstruation, however, 

said they were left with only ‘positive’ feelings (of having learned something useful). A number 

of women described how the girls were separated from the boys in order to have a session 

about menstruation (as boys were not meant to know about it), and one participant describes 

how she and her fellow students left the conversation feeling scared as explicit warnings to 

‘be careful around boys’ were made without any further explanation, as a result of which they 

also started realising the sensitivity of the topic (as was also experienced by some during ‘the 

talk’).  

 Furthermore, some women mentioned feeling impacted by what they saw as several 

specific disciplinary actions of the school direction and staff. One example concerned the fact 

that when getting to grade 5, which would be around the age a girl is expected to start 

menstruating and with that ‘develop a more feminine body’, all girls were expected to shift to 
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a more covering and regulated type of uniform called salwar kameez16. Some participants 

linked this more active covering up directly to the onset of their period and recounted seeing 

menstruation more as something to hide, and becoming more self-conscious as a result. 

Another example, that was talked about with regards to shame incited by disciplinary actions 

is an incident that Shaiza recalls: 

‘I remember this one incident in school where one of the girls had tried to flush her 

pad. And you know like, okay, she clearly wasn’t told how to properly dispose of it, 

right? And then the school, instead of taking a […] nicer approach where they could 

have called all the girls in, […] what they did is they started shaming like all the girls. 

They brought the whole―like they congregated the whole class into one classroom, 

and they were like: “This is really gross, how could you do this? This is really horrible, 

don’t you know better? Don’t―I mean you, you girls should know better than this.”’ 

 

The teaching materials, specifically the (biology) books, discussing menstruation and the wider 

topic of reproduction – or the lack thereof – were also indicated by many women to have 

contributed to their perception of menstruation. Several participants described how the 

chapters dealing with these subjects were stapled together, taped, cut out or marked with 

permanent black ink so that they could not be read. This was interpreted by some to mean 

that these topics are secret and not to be talked about. Others, specifically those participants 

who went on to study biology for their A-levels (or equivalent) – meaning that they specifically 

chose the subject, often because they were interested in it – pointed to biology books as a 

source of knowledge. Especially when it came to the biological and physical aspects of 

menstruation, only people who chose to continue with biology said they really had to study it. 

As such, when teachers or parents did not provide explanations that these women were 

looking for, some mentioned they would turn to their biology books for answers. This way, 

they learned more about how menstruation is a natural process, as did Farzana: 

‘Because I have an elder sister, I already had her books and she was already in A-levels. 

So I had like access to all those chapters.  And obviously I was a curious child, so I was 

like; “Oh, what’s that?” So, then I figured out like, oh you know, this is something that 

 
16 Salwar kameez is a (loose) outfit comprising a headscarf, long shirt and baggy trousers.  
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just happens, and it’s completely okay. There’re male sexual organs, female sexual 

organs and, you know, I really―that really helped me understand all of this. And I felt 

like my friends should know about it too, and […] so I once took my sister’s book to 

school.’ 

 

As Farzana’s story already indicates, and as Madhobilota mentions below, encounters 

between peers in school were also said to play a role in shaping perceptions of menstruation, 

for example as knowledge and experiences were shared: 

‘[W]hen you get exposed to schools and 50 girls and 50 boys, you start asking questions 

because they share the same stories; “My mom told me this!”, “My mom told me this!” 

And then you―you get your general idea about the things, […] that happened a lot.’ 

As people learned more, including from each other, discussions among (female) friends 

became more open. Those who had already been in contact with more ‘liberal’ knowledge – 

or ideas and mind-sets different than those presented at school – at home, and felt 

comfortable sharing it, talked about it to their classmates. This way, talking about 

menstruation could be seen as more normal. Besides this, however, attitudes of peers were 

at times also described as inciting shame. For example, the attitude of boys their age, that 

used to for example make (PMS-)jokes17, was on many occasions considered as encouraging 

such feelings. Many women also mentioned that they would ask their friends ‘to check their 

back’ – meaning to keep an eye on whether or not leaking occurred in the often white school-

uniforms – whilst they were on their period, as they feared the shameful consequences of 

being spotted with stained clothing. Maya recounts an occasion on which she encountered 

perceptions of others on showing a leak, but also on being open about it: 

‘I remember this particular incident at school where this girl leaked and no-one – like 

it was the woman’s washroom, like it was all girls – would tell this girl that she had 

leaked. So, it was spring, and I had like a light cardigan with me, which I wasn’t really 

wearing, but when I told this like―everyone was like; “No, no, what are you doing? 

Why are you…?” I’m like; “We got to tell her!” […] So I went and said like, you know… 

 
17 PMS (Premenstrual Syndrome)-jokes were usually mentioned to be rather offensive jokes about certain 
menstruation-related aspects, often the mood swings associated with PMS.  
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And she’s like; “Oh my God, I need to cover it up.” So I just gave her my cardigan, she 

wrapped it around her waist, and she went about. […] So yeah, and my friends were 

like talking about it for a month. And I was really like, dude, if girls do this, then what 

do you expect boys―how do you expect boys to learn or… you know? […] [T]hese girls 

were concerned that if I go and tell her, they would think that I’m too modern or 

something.’ 

 

All in all, at school a seemingly wider variety of different types of knowledge and perceptions, 

from several different sources, were encountered than in the home. For some these might 

not have played a very important role, whilst others might really have been confronted with 

new knowledge, judgements and connotations. Most importantly, because people with 

different experiences come together in school, many became aware of the presence of 

different lines of thought, with described contributions to perception often differing per 

individual.   

4.4 Conclusion 

In this chapter I have shown how the young women that were part of this research describe 

their perceptions of menstruation at the time of their first period, and what elements they 

believe played a role in shaping this perception. Sources of knowledge and influence were 

encountered both in the home and among family, and at school. In ‘the talk’, provided most 

often by the mother, explanations and expectations with regards to menstruation were 

expressed most explicitly. Including in more implicit ways, other elements in the home – family 

attitudes, composition and practices – often re-enforced perceptions brought out in the ‘the 

talk’. In school, classes, staff, materials and peers all functioned as (sometimes contradicting) 

sources of knowledge. Notions of silence and secrecy – some as a result of constructions of 

menstruation as ‘impure’ or a taboo – were part of relatively many types of knowledge 

encountered and seemed to carry a lot of authority for many. Some explanations given for 

this relative weight touched upon the fact that this is what parents, other adults and for some 

even religion taught, all representing a strong ‘power base’ (Jordan, 1997, p. 56). Added to 

that, the fact that certain ‘sanctions’ – for example shameful comments, reprimands, etc. – 

seemed to come with ignoring these notions, and added to its ‘structural superiority’ (Jordan, 

1997, p.56) over more ‘open’ and ‘liberal’ stances. As mentioned, the precise perceptions – 
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and often with that the exact types of knowledge encountered in the different spaces – 

differed per individual, but many of the sources mentioned above were recognised by almost 

all to contribute a great deal.   
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5. Transforming into New Womanhood 
 

It became evident from the conversations that I had as part of this research that many of the 

women described their perceptions of menstruation to have gone through a transformation 

in the years following their first periods. For some this transformation was bigger and more 

impactful than for others, and many still describe their period as a monthly “annoyance” and 

“inconvenience”. Regardless of this, all women touched upon an array of changes that 

occurred in their perceptions. Having discussed the types of knowledge these women were 

exposed to surrounding menarche, in this chapter I will go into the changes that occurred and 

what the women have attributed these changes to. Touching first upon the contemporary 

perceptions – how the young women have come to frame menstruation presently – as put 

forward in how they talk about the subject, I will then go into some of the main motivations 

and environments indicated to have contributed to these transformations into contemporary 

new womanhood.  

5.1 Current Perceptions 

As mentioned, I will first touch upon the current perceptions of the participants, specifically 

through considering how they described they would explain menstruation to a relative or 

acquaintance just going through menarche if they had to presently. A number of aspects often 

re-occurred with regards to this: the biological background and (possible) physical 

‘symptoms’, an emphasis on ‘normality’, some of the social and contextual aspects, and an so-

called ‘period-skills’. Looking at these aspects, an indication is given of what many of the 

women’s current perceptions of menstruation look like.  

First of all, from the physical and biological explanations that were given, it became 

clear that almost all participants had and considered themselves to have gathered a large 

amount of (scientific) knowledge regarding this. Those studying or specifically interested in 

science were more familiar with the more intricate bio-physical workings than those who did 

not pursue (biological) science specifically. On top of that, some communicated an 

understanding of the fact that menstruation is embedded in a larger amount of physical and 

psychological changes that happen during puberty, and that it is not necessarily a static, 

universal phenomenon as it is usually described in the books, but a more individually specific 
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experience. This illustrates how more formalised, scientific sources of knowledge are being 

combined with and made sense of using embodied knowledge, which could be seen as a form 

of bricolage (Broom, 2009). Noshin touches upon this:  

‘[W]hat aspects I would include, I would tell them when to worry. I mean the cycle―I’ll 

tell them about the cycle, that it happens this, this days per month, and it’s okay if it 

lasts for three or seven, that’s the range. Because I―it took me a long time to learn 

the basics, like this is okay, this is not okay.’ 

 

All participants also referred to and emphasised how they perceived menstruation to be a 

normal, natural thing that one should not be ashamed of – much unlike the supposed 

perception of many other people in the Bangladeshi society. Linked to this, many women 

described themselves to be (more) ‘open’ about dealing with – that is, from managing it (e.g. 

buying pads) to talking about it to others – in the present. A few participants mentioned that 

they took it upon themselves to ‘educate’ siblings, cousins, friends and acquaintances, and 

advocate their perceptions more broadly. Also with regards to the social aspects, many 

emphasised the importance of not accepting, ignoring and/or challenging some of the ‘social 

facts’ about menstruation that circulate in society, and to ignore those who tease, taunt and 

actively shame. Accepting and leaving this unchallenged was seen to (re)produce the 

authoritative strands of knowledge in society (Jordan, 1997). Breaking this routine was 

mentioned in connection to religious practices, which some had started to reinterpret (as will 

be touched upon later), but also for example when it comes to talking to boys and men – 

especially male friends – about menstruation. As Yusra mentioned, this has become a little 

more normal in many of the participants’ friend circles: 

 ‘I used to feel quite shy talking, even with my friends, but now I’m having this 

conversation and it is not bothering me at all. […] Now I’m even comfortable with my 

male friends also.’  

Besides this, many mentioned that it is also important to know that to be careful (both in 

talking about menstruation and in managing it) can be helpful in certain circumstances, 

particularly because of the taboos that exist. This shows how knowledge that they had come 

across before, was not completely done away with, but rather incorporated in their current 
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stance. With that, as Debolina does, almost all participants indicated they were aware of the 

different (conflicting) types of knowledge that existed:  

‘I would definitely warn them, because I feel like there are certain social issues in our 

country that you need to warn girls about. Like issues surrounding, you know, periods 

and like covering up, and how, you know, slut-shaming18 happens. […] There are 

certain issues that if―these are important for you to, like, just be careful about. So 

definitely warn them and also advise them that [menstruation]’s okay.’  

  

Although slight differences still exist in contemporary perceptions of menstruation, they seem 

to have converged more over the years for these young, educated and urban women. 

Different kinds of knowledge have come together to shape what is their current mind-set. 

What has contributed to this are, amongst others, several motivations and the access to 

certain environments, as will be discussed now.  

5.2 Quests for (Alternative) Information 

First and foremost, the participants described their own searches for (alternative) information 

as playing a crucial role in the transformations of their perceptions of menstruation. Different 

motivations were mentioned to have inspired these quests, those including ‘pure’ personal 

interest in the subject matter, the awareness of restrictions associated with menstruation, 

and the remaining questions and unclarities that the women were left with after having been 

provided with information by family members and at school (as described in the previous 

chapter).  

Whereas many women mentioned they found it hard to determine the exact elements 

that facilitated the changes in their perception, personal interest and choices were often easily 

identified as such. Specific interests mentioned by some of the participants included issues 

related to gender, sexuality and reproduction, but also for example biology, an interest in 

which was already indicated to have provided the women with more information at a younger 

age (as discussed in the previous chapter). Participants described these interests as pushing 

them to look for more information and opportunities to learn about menstruation and related 

 
18 Slut-shaming refers to the criticising of people, mostly women and girls, in reference to their perceived sexual 
behaviour or appearance. As sexuality is often linked to menstruation and puberty, Shaiza explained this is 
something that many women in Bangladesh get into contact with around that time.   
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issues. Hussein (2018) described these as being the currently relevant issues – specifically 

different from the issues that were considered relevant for (upper-)middle class women from 

the previous generation(s) – for contemporary new women. Shaiza’s quote here illustrates 

well how many women talked about the transformations they went through, and the role that 

their personal interests played:  

‘We chose to work in a place that literally promotes, like, SRH-care and needs, right? 

So, I think, like, it’s more just― […] I couldn’t explain to you how it happened. But I 

know that it is a very conscious decision that a person needs to take. Like, they seek 

out more knowledge on this thing, right? Because my own best friend, like, the one 

who went to medical school, she and I are VERY different people. We’ve had similar 

backgrounds, we’ve―we went to the same school, we had the same friends, but our 

perceptions and how comfortable we are with menstruation, it varies greatly. […] And, 

like, it’s solely because of the fact that I chose to find out more, I chose to read up on 

more feminist literature, chose to take classes that taught me these things, whereas 

my friend chose not to. She decided that; “It’s fine, like, I’m comfortable with […] the 

situation that has been handed to me and I don’t need to know more than the 

biological experiences of menstruation.” And so that’s―like, I think that it’s a very 

independent and individual decision that you take.’ 

In the quote above, Shaiza not only emphasises personal interest, but also stresses how going 

through a change in one’s perception is an individual and conscious choice. This was also 

brought up by others; that to really ‘change yourself’ – in reference to viewing menstruation 

in a more ‘liberal’ way – is to actively move yourself to do so. This focus on ‘agential’ attitude 

is one that also characterises contemporary new womanhood (Hussein, 2018), but does not 

take away that an awareness of and access to ‘alternative’ sources and types of knowledge 

(which will be discussed in the next section and in chapter 6) have also been indicated to be 

present and shape attitudes.  

Moneesha’s quote below exemplifies a second motivation that has inspired quests for 

(alternative) information and sources thereof:   

‘On my end it was something very personal, it was just me not wanting to take this 

thing for granted and suffer every month, just because I have it every month. […] I think 
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it was mainly that, because I’ve seen friends who just would opt out of things. […] The 

reason why I talk about it at work now is because of personal beliefs; if I personally 

believe it’s nothing to be ashamed of, it’s okay.’ 

She describes here how she recognised that the restrictions she and others around her 

experienced in connection to menstruation – in particular the fact that being on your period 

was made into a shameful matter – were not something she wanted to ‘take for granted’. Like 

Moneesha, other women also described that they started to understand what was happening 

to them and what reactions to this consisted of, which influenced them in their 

transformations of perception. Quite a few participants indicated to no longer understand the 

fact that being on your period was made into a shameful matter, including the secrecy 

surrounding menstruation, and therefore started to question the arbitrariness of the taboos. 

Sutrishna narrates an experience she had realising how certain restrictive religious practices 

might (no longer) be logical to her: 

‘[M]y, like, distant grandma or something, […] she used to tell me about her 

experiences. […] It felt like maybe during their time, when you tell a girl who’s 

menstruating that you […] are not supposed to pray, that makes sense. Because for 

praying you need to wash those utensils by going to, you know, beside the lake, and 

then you wash them and bring them home, which is kind of far. And then you do the 

prayers, and then you need flowers and you have to go a distance. So, you know, all 

those movements, it made sense that […] you’re going to be tired and because you’re 

also having cramps; why don’t you just sit down. […] As it’s, like, [for me now] it’s here 

to here, it’s just I have a basin and I can just stand and do my stuff, and just go. So, it 

didn’t make sense.’ 

What Sutrishna seems to do here is to downplay the (symbolic) framings that were prevalent 

in a previous generation and reinterpret those meanings so that they make sense for her in 

the present.  

A third motivation that was touched upon by the women that were part of this study 

concerns the questions and unclarities that remained for them, particularly after receiving ‘the 

talk’ and learning about it in school. Under the assumption that more (and different kinds of) 
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knowledge should be out there, some women, like Debolina does below, described how this 

sparked their curiosity: 

 ‘So, I think the reason I started participating in these discussions is because I like 

wanted to see if there was anything that could change my mind, because I knew that 

my religion is not that strict. […] So, I wanted to see, like open like just a little bit of my 

mind, and be like; “Okay, let that knowledge come in, and let me see how I feel about 

it.” 

Others, like Noshin, emphasised that they felt they needed to look for ways to deal with 

menstruation by themselves, which would eventually lead them to sources of knowledge that 

were not per definition in the home or at school (as will also be touched upon in the next 

section): 

‘It just didn’t feel right to be ashamed of it. It was happening to me every month and I 

wanted to learn better ways to cope with it. Like, the first days are the worst, the 

cramps are the worst, but my mom would always tell me to suck it up and wouldn’t―I 

would be like: “Okay, so I need to find out ways I can cope with it.”’ 

For many participants, as for Noshin, it seemed that the previously authoritative sources and 

types of knowledge had come to lose their structural superiority, leaving space for the women 

to explore alternative information that would offer a more suited and ‘comfortable’ 

explanation and perception of menstruation.  

The three motivations discussed here that inspired the women in this study to pursue 

their quests for (alternative) information play an important role in the transformations that 

are being highlighted here. It seems that in most of the cases these motivations did not 

specifically occur as strictly separate motivations, but more so as occurring simultaneously. 

For example, a personal interest in the subject matter could strengthen the women’s curiosity 

to find answers to remaining questions and unclarities about menstruation. Irrespective of the 

exact motivation underlying the women’s quests for more information, what is striking is that 

most framed it in terms of a ‘conscious choice’ towards personal change. Besides this, one 

very important direction that these quests for (alternative) information were indicated to lead 

into, is that of a variety of new ‘open’ environments, as I will discuss now.  
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5.3 New ‘Open’ Environments 

For some following their quests for (alternative) information – and with that following an 

active search for ways to (openly) talk about topics like menstruation – and for others merely 

as a coincidence, entering into new environments was indicated to be one of the major 

facilitators of the transformations I discuss here. These new (open) environments presented 

new influences, which as Sokhina mentions turned out to be important in instigating the 

change that is discussed here: 

‘[I]f I was still in an environment where my biggest influences were my mother and my 

aunt and my grandma, I perhaps would have internalised a lot of these things instead 

of questioning them.’ 

Which spaces the participants felt played this role in the transformation of their perception 

seems to differ per individual, but almost all indicated that they did feel some form of a (more) 

‘liberal’ environment supported them with new knowledge that would influence how they 

currently think about menstruation. Several ‘new environments’ – constituted by different 

(groups of) people – were mentioned.  

To begin with, as all the women attended or had been attending university, several 

referred to this environment as conducive to ‘more open’ conversation, specifically as 

compared to their initial schools or larger environments. This was not necessarily said to mean 

that the women recognised more active discussion on the topic of menstruation per se, but 

rather that they felt there would be ‘pockets of openness’ for having these kinds of discussions 

if they wished to. In an environment that encouraged learning (including on this topic), this 

meant that some women found the opportunity to develop their perceptions and come to see 

the topic of less of a taboo. At the same time, however, because some considered their 

previous schools as being quite a ‘liberal’ space, it was mentioned that at university they only 

met a larger variety of people – with very different backgrounds, including many more 

‘conservative’ than theirs – with whom they found it harder to have ‘open’ conversations. As 

such, in relative terms the university was not as new of environment for everyone when it 

comes to ‘openness’.  
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Sokhina describes a second type of environment, namely some religious circles, 

created and facilitated by a person or group of people (in otherwise more conservative 

surroundings), in this case by a religious studies teacher specifically: 

‘[W]hen she taught us things about religion, she encouraged debates. She encouraged 

us to discuss these controversial issues in Islam, and then she asked us to look at the 

historical context, the economic context, and the political context, and all of it 

together. I think being exposed to that environment, which was more progressive, 

more open and that helped me go through the transition better. And that’s when I 

began to question a lot of things that my mom taught me.’ 

With regards to an ‘open’ environment that supported their transformations, regardless of 

where they encountered this environment, others also mentioned the importance of being 

able to ask questions, discuss certain aspects of the different types of knowledge that they 

had come across, and receiving examples of why one type of knowledge could be more ‘valid’ 

than another. In the case of challenging some of the religious practices and beliefs for 

instance, as Sokhina also touches upon, these examples concerned themselves most of all with 

the following: whether certain claims made in society were in fact literally present in the 

religious scriptures, whether certain claims made are in fact still valid in today’s day and age, 

and whether the restrictions in religion are in fact meant to be restrictive or could be seen 

through another lens and reconstructed in more ‘positive’ terms. Shaiza also recounts a 

moment in which she came to see certain religious restrictions through another lens: 

‘I remember one of the weeks, after I got my period, [my religious teacher] was told 

not to come […], because, you know, I was having my period and I couldn’t touch the 

Quran. So I kind of asked him, like; “That’s kind of ridiculous, right? Because, I mean, if 

you—you’re telling me to have faith and keep praying all the time and that it’s the best 

thing ever, but then, like, suddenly at one point I’m just not allowed anymore? How is 

this possible?” And he’s like; “No, so you’re allowed to—you’re just […] exempt from 

it, because […] you’re already going through so much pain, and you’re going through 

so much bodily stress. And so that’s why you don’t have to do it. [B]ut you can still 
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recite surahs19 or, you know, like sing certain things. And you cannot do the full cycle 

of prayers, but you can always keep God in your mind and whatever.”’ 

 

A new space that many of the women discovered whilst growing up and making sense of 

menstruation is the internet. Search machines like Google gave many women the freedom to 

explore topics of interest, as well as look up some of their unanswered questions. Nazifa 

describes how she sees the role of the internet as follows: 

‘I think perhaps diving into the internet, […] I’m sure everyone has Googled, like, one 

weird thing about the period that, like, no-one has answered for them. […] Everyone’s 

probably gone through, like, the Wikipedia-page a little bit, some random article about 

that specific thing they Googled, which probably led them to a more general article. 

[…] Like, the normalisation of the way people talked about it, and the sort of 

abundance of, well, like even jokes about it on the internet, like just memes and things 

like that, it really does help shift away from the whole taboo aspect of it. […]  The more 

you talk about it, the less taboo something becomes.’ 

Relating to other women, and seeing, for example, that other societies in the world (in 

particular the so-referred to ‘Western’ countries) had different ways of dealing with presumed 

‘taboo’ topics, as the internet offers, was also mentioned by some women to confirm that a 

different perception of a process like menstruation is possible and acceptable (in some 

places). With the internet, knowledge has become more and more deterritorialised 

(Appadurai, 1990), and thus accessible to more and more people.    

 Besides this, social media platforms like Facebook and Tumblr (both of which were 

mentioned specifically) allowed some of the women to find groups of like-minded individuals 

(women, but also men), and/or those with similar interests and concerns. Tahmima shared 

the following about this experience:  

‘I think on social media, when you choose to seek out things, you are introduced to 

people who are sharing certain conscious decisions, and that’s how I knew a lot of my 

 
19 A surah is a designation used for the 114 independent units of the Quran and is often translated as “chapter” 
(Welch, 2012).  
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friends who then I talk to about these things. […] That commonality brings us together 

in the first place, yeah.’ 

Those who talked about the groups that influenced them – and out of which in some cases 

also developed real-life friendships, as Tahmima also describes – mostly mentioned that they 

were not created for the specific purpose of discussing topics like menstruation. The 

environment, however, was described as open and ‘liberal’, where conversation about topics 

considered as taboo by (the Bangladeshi) society was encouraged and accepted. 

  Although some women mentioned they felt it was by luck that they found the spaces 

that they found, some also mentioned that it is difficult to really come across these ‘new’ 

sources of knowledge if one is not actively looking for them. However, at times the two seem 

to converge when it comes to social media, as Sokhina explains:  

‘[It is the] simple things like, you know, how all our news feeds are, like, curated to our 

things that we like, right? So, because I like feminist pages, or let’s say gender issues 

and etcetera, I get these posts. But without these things existing, I wouldn’t know what 

words to look up.’ 

 

All in all, the spaces have been indicated to facilitate or ‘encourage’ the consideration and 

acceptance of new types of knowledge with regards to menstruation. University, religious 

circles, the internet and social media(-groups) all present very different spaces that are 

accessed and managed in their own ways, and as such have not catered to everyone 

(similarly). Besides this, the new environments accessed and the subsequent impact on the 

perceptions of these women that was described has also been embedded in larger structures, 

like their middle-class positions and (related) privilege, as will be discussed in the next chapter.  

5.4 Conclusion 

In this chapter I have discussed the changing and changed perceptions of the participants of 

this research with regards to menstruation, a process that I have referred to as their 

‘transformations into (contemporary) new womanhood’. From the information that they 

received surrounding their first period(s), however different the amount and kind for each 

individual, all women pointed to a shift occurring in the last number of years. The current 

perceptions that most described included some similar elements, like an emphasis on 
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‘normality’, the denouncement of shame attached to the issue, and an awareness of the 

biophysical aspects and the social connotations. These perceptions indicated a (more) 

complex understanding of the concept of menstruation, including of its socially constructed 

nature and the subsequent associations of it to shame and taboos (and other restrictive 

notions) prevalent in the Bangladeshi society.  

 When looking into what the women attributed their transformations in perception to, 

it was both their personal quests for (alternative) information and their access to new ‘open’ 

environments that were presented to play important roles. As it seems, the women came to 

question the authority of the knowledge they had obtained at earlier stages in their lives. With 

the access to and engagement with different strands and sources of knowledge, they came to 

realise that, although carrying more weight than others for many Bangladeshis, some types of 

knowledge circulating at home and at school ‘did not make a lot of sense anymore’. Combining 

explanations and norms from home and school, personal experiences and interests and 

information through new environments, and negotiating this plurality – a process that 

resembles that of bricolage (Broom, 2009, as discussed in section 2.3) – the participants in this 

research (actively) shaped their present perceptions of menstruation.    
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6. Interpreting New Womanhood 
 

Having discussed the transformations in perception as outlined by the participants of this 

research, I will now turn to look at the wider meanings and connotations of the particular 

perceptions of menstruation, and of the process of transformation itself. Although 

participants often had difficulties pinpointing the exact mechanisms of transformation (as 

outlined in the previous chapter), they were much more outspoken on the perceived 

meanings and consequences of that transformation. Using these reflections, I deepen here 

the exploration of the transformations and perceptions that are at the centre of this research.  

6.1 Liberal vs. Conservative Perceptions 

Almost all participants described their current perceptions of menstruation – including the 

environments that played a role in shaping these, as is discussed in section 5.3 – as ‘more 

liberal’ than before, and than many people in the wider Bangladeshi society. Similarly, many 

indicated that ‘being liberal-minded’ is something that they had in common with others who 

had similar perceptions. With that, a lot of the women framed perceptions of menstruation 

that did not resemble their present stance, and the people that hold these perceptions, as 

‘conservative’. These interpretations essentially create a dichotomy20 that is also visible in the 

connotations that surround them, and that will be discussed in this section.  

 As mentioned, one of the terms the participants used most frequently to describe the 

current perceptions on menstruation is ‘liberal’. To get an insight into what this term is 

associated with, Parsa described what the term ‘liberal’ – specifically as opposed to 

‘conservative’ – means to her in the context of menstruation: 

‘By liberal I suppose I mean, like, open. Open as opposed to the silence that’s the go-

to in our society. Like, liberal is a very western sort of―it’s claimed by the Westerners, 

right? […] It’s because we are westernised, right? Because we’ve grown up hearing 

these words being used. But I would say, like, it’s more about open versus silence.’ 

What Parsa seems to put forward here is a link between being liberal and ‘openness’, or the 

willingness to talk about the topic. In essence, this is what has been put forward in the 

 
20 It should be noted that although I speak here of a dichotomy, with two seemingly opposing sides, in reality this 
is much more nuanced.  
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previous chapter. With regards to the women’s current perceptions, many participants agree 

menstruation is not something one has to hide from others, but many others in the 

Bangladeshi society have been mentioned to perceive menstruation as a taboo. Yusra takes a 

step further in saying that she believes it is also ‘the words’ – the way that menstruation is 

talked about – more specifically than the potential of conversation as a whole, that indicate a 

certain perception of menstruation. Along with some of the other women, she attributes 

concepts of positivity and negativity to liberal and conservative mind-sets respectively. For 

example, Yusra mentions that when it comes to language, naming menstruation as it is instead 

of referring to it as, for example, ‘feeling sick’ takes away connotations of negativity (and with 

that of conservatism).   

 Besides the above, Parsa’s explanation also puts forward the connection of the terms, 

especially of that which is referred to as ‘liberal’, to ‘the West’ and its (cultural) influence in 

Bangladesh. For the women that were part of this research, this influence is recognised 

primarily through the internet and (social) media. Shaiza touches upon some of the 

connotations that Western notions have when it comes to issues like menstruation: 

‘So especially here in Bangladesh, I’d say that, like, Western notions are considered to 

be more progressive. It’s like, you know, […] it’s a very postcolonial, modern, post-

modern kind of mind-set, where […] you’re trying to strive towards modernity. So 

you’ve got these Western ideals that are set as ‘modern’, and modern is typically 

assumed to be progressive, right? And so you’re like; “Okay, if the Western countries 

are trying to break the shame, […] that’s probably the progressive thing to do.”’ 

To be liberal and to be progressive – two words that were often used alongside each other, 

referring to a similar perception of menstruation – are both associated with this connection 

to ‘the West’. As these terms were talked about as having positive connotations, some of the 

women explained to actively pursue being connected to them. Shaiza continues to explain 

that this also has consequences for the connotations that are attributed to so-perceived 

‘opposing’, ‘negative’ perceptions of menstruation:  

 ‘One way that [Bangladeshis] are trying to show that they’re liberal is by shunning 

religion. And, like, kind of viewing anyone who has a religious mind-set―because 

religion often goes so closely in hand with, like, conservative mind-sets, they’ll be like; 
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“Okay, so if I’m liberal then I’m […] moving away from what is this very religious, very 

staunchly conservative, strict mind-set.” And so, you know, […] then religion becomes 

a negative influence. When you’re in a liberal sphere, when you’re trying to be 

progressive and modern, you’re like; “Religion is bad, religion is teaching you all these 

wrong things.” And the good, liberal mind-set is telling you that; “But, you know, you 

are modern, so you’re okay with your period, and you can like be comfortable with it.”’ 

Although many women indicated they recognised these connotations, and – as has been 

illustrated in chapter 4 – experienced restrictions that were motivated by religion, they (like 

Shaiza herself, as she explained later) did not always agree with the categorisation of religion 

as negative, and with that as incompatible with liberal perceptions. Most of the participants 

who had mentioned they had access to an environment where alternative interpretations of 

religion were openly talked about (as discussed in section 5.3) came to interpret religion 

differently, specifically as no longer associated with negativity. This could be said to exemplify 

Van der Geest’s (1991) ‘cultural reinterpretation’, as new liberal values are used to change the 

(cultural) significance of ‘older’ religious elements, and indicate the bricolage that is at play. 

 Considering all of the above, what these connotations of the perceptions of 

menstruation illustrate is how many of the women share an awareness of the plurality in the 

environment they find themselves in. Although the connotations appear mostly dichotomous, 

a realisation seems to exist among many of the participants that the reality is in fact more 

complex and nuanced, specifically visible from the example in Shaiza’s quote presented above. 

What is also understood to add to the complexity of how different perceptions of 

menstruation are interpreted is one’s socio-economic position in society, as I will turn to 

discuss now. 

6.2 A Middle-Class Trajectory 

In my discussions on menstruation, the participants of this research also explicitly connected 

the particulars of their perceptions and trajectories of change to their socio-economic statuses 

in the wider Bangladeshi society. In a way, (talk about) menstruation could offer a lens for 

looking at wider societal issues – or at least, the wider context in which some contemporary 

new women in Bangladesh are living their lives. Many participants offered their own 

interpretations of how their socio-economic status – and in particular the privileges that 
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accompanie it – impacted their past and present experiences and the road from the one to 

the other, specifically through their access to a variety of sources and types of knowledge. This 

includes, as Noshin also indicates below, knowledge obtained through certain environments, 

experiences and products, all of which will be illustrated in this section: 

 ‘I am very privileged and the people you are interviewing are, [too]. So that is very 

important, because otherwise you don’t get the access to knowledge, the access to the 

other products that you can use. You don’t even get to talk about it, and that is very 

problematic.’ 

 

In the previous chapter, the indicated relevance of accessing and operating in new ‘open’ 

environments to the transformations has been described. Although mentioned by most to 

have been encountered out of ‘personal interest’, or even ‘by accident’ or out of ‘luck’, there 

was an understanding among the women that these elements were coloured by privilege, 

specifically resulting from their socio-economic statuses. All participants, for example, 

attended or were attending a (well-ranked) private university, which they indicated was a 

place mostly financially accessible to the (upper-)middle class. Given the latter, many people 

with similar (socio-economic) backgrounds gather in this place, out of which some of the 

participants mentioned they came across several like-minded people. The mere access to 

(higher) education – regardless of this was private or public – was mentioned to already 

provide many women (and men) to a wider array of different kinds of knowledge, and thus to 

encourage thought over and the eventual attributing of meaning to those. With the ability to 

think critically – characteristic of the contemporary new woman, according to Hussein (2018) 

– this was mentioned to lead many to their current perceptions. 

 In relation to education, many participants described the privilege they felt to have 

been able to learn English to the level that they did. To have a good command of the English 

language – as did most, if not all the participants – opened up many new opportunities and 

spaces that offered new knowledge (specifically of the ‘liberal’ kind discussed) about 

menstruation and other related topics.  

Maya: ‘A lot of girls in urban Dhaka, especially from middle / upper-middle class have 

access to education, or have access to studying in English-medium, or have access to 
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English-language education. […] Women, girls coming from […] a financial background 

that’s not that supportive, they don’t have access to education after a certain period. 

And, you know, a lot of information on the internet is actually in English, which limits 

their scope to learn on their own, even if they can somehow get access to the internet, 

it limits their scope. [Bangla-language sources on this subject] are very limited.’ 

As Maya and others mention, their knowledge of English removed an important language-

barrier in their accessing of certain spaces and information on the internet. For example, it 

allowed them to understand the memes on Tumblr, ‘Western media’, and – as Nazifa 

described it – to more easily ‘go down those rabbit holes’, with which she meant to describe 

a situation where one goes from one web-page, article or post to the next, stumbling upon 

more and more (distantly) related information and stories. As indicated in the previous 

section, Western knowledge is often perceived as ‘liberal’ and ‘progressive’, offering attractive 

information for those looking to pursue those so-perceived ‘modern’ ideals.  

 Besides access to new environments, a lot of participants also described the 

connections they saw between their class-background and the access they had to menstrual 

products. Besides the fact that financial barriers were less prominent for them than perhaps 

for others (‘high-quality’ pads were considered expensive items by many21), a few participants 

also touched upon how they believed certain social barriers were less prominent for middle-

class women. Shaiza’s quote below exemplifies this:  

‘It’s definitely easier for me to just go out like―because I can be secure in knowing that 

no-one’s going to harass me because of my class, that I can go into a shop and be like; 

“Give me a pad.” […] I mean, it’s not going to be seen as, as horrifying as is, you know, 

someone else [who] might go in and, like, ask for a pad. They might get harangued 

more, like; “Why do you want it? Why do you need it?” And they might not even be 

able to afford like the better-quality ones, they might be restricted to like a certain 

specific type.’ 

Social barriers like these show to have the tendency to incite feelings of shame in a public 

space, something that the women in this research then did not encounter as often. Access to 

 
21 According to Sokhina, a box of around 10 to 15 pads costs around 110 or 120 BDT (the equivalent of 1,15 to 
1,25 EUR). For comparison, 1kg of rice (on the market) would cost around 60 BDT (the equivalent of 0,65 EUR).  
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better-quality products meant that menstruation was experienced as less of an 

inconvenience, because managing it was made easier.  

Finally, several women reflected upon the privilege of being concerned with properly 

managing and being open about menstruation at all. In certain situations, knowledge about 

menstruation could become ‘luxury information’, in particular when talking about ‘needs’. 

Other issues, like for example food and shelter, often receive attention first as they are 

considered more important. Shaiza describes this as follows: 

‘People from our specific socio-economic, social status and like group, we’re probably 

more likely to be more comfortable with it. But it will take longer for everybody in our 

country, because like […] there’s so many different barriers and there’s so many 

different other aspects to look at. And so for like, for a lot of people, this isn’t even 

important, right? They’ve got so many other bigger things to deal with. Like, the fact 

that I can passionately advocate periods or like menstruation comes from a lot of 

privileges of not having to deal with a whole lot of other things. And therefore I can 

pick and choose these specific issues to be passionate about.’ 

Taking this observation, not only are the issues that concern contemporary new women 

different from previous generation(s) (in line with Hussein (2018) as discussed in section 1.2), 

but they are also specifically different from ‘lower’ (and ‘higher’) socio-economic classes. In 

essence – because their middle-class position is already characteristic of the new women – 

this speaks for itself, but what the distinction between classes made here clearly illustrates is 

what constitutes this middle-class position, specifically in terms of access to knowledge (and 

products/technologies). It also indicates that different women attach different meanings and 

values to different kinds of knowledge they come across depending on their situations, and 

thus how transformations in perception could be seen to (in part) be facilitated – and, in this 

case, encouraged – by socio-economic status. 

Even with all of the above, many women made sure to indicate that, although they had 

had these privileged experiences, there were many more women that had grown up in much 

of the same environment, with much of the same access to knowledge, whose current 

perceptions still differed from theirs. These indications can be seen to refer to the women’s 

realisation of life being contingent, but again also of the individual (biographical) accounts that 
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were presented, in which they portrayed themselves as protagonists of change and different 

from others22.  

6.3 Conclusion 

In Chapter 5 it has been discussed how the participants of this research presented a rather 

individualised account of the transformations they went through with regards to their 

perceptions of menstruation. What this chapter has shown, is how even considering this the 

women are still able to relate their own personal narratives to wider social structures, 

‘situating’ their own trajectories of change – and victories therein – in the (urban) Bangladeshi 

socio-political landscape. This awareness of the situatedness of their experiences (including 

their privileges) indicates a critical attitude towards their own positions and trajectories, as is 

characteristic of new womanhood.  

Living in a pluralistic environment, the women have attributed a variety of different 

meanings to the different perceptions on menstruation, and the types and sources of 

knowledge that promote them. Participants often described their own current perceptions as 

liberal (as opposed the conservative majority of the Bangladeshi society) and attached to it 

positive notions. As facilitated in part by their (upper-)middle class positions, many of the 

women considered themselves privileged to receive access a variety of sources and 

technologies that held and/or promoted ‘liberal’ knowledge. ‘Western’ sources of knowledge 

– often (social) media-based – were linked to many in society to progress and modernity, and 

through that has come to be associated with the liberal mind-set that many of the women 

have currently adopted.   

 
22 The methods used and questions posed in this research may have facilitated a form of self-representation that 
focuses more on the individual. Because individual interviews were conducted in which personal transformations 
were focused on, responses may have highlighted this more than in other research situations. Still, this research 
shows the awareness of the women of the complexity of the situation. 
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7. Conclusion 
 

Despite the fact that menstruation is and has been a popular subject of research in the social 

sciences, including in Bangladesh in particular, little to none of the existing studies have been 

conducted with a focus on (young) women belonging to the middle class. Realising this, the 

objective of this thesis has been to explore these young, contemporary new women’s 

perceptions of the topic. As during the fieldwork it became evident that many of the 

participants of this research described a transformation that they went through regarding 

their view of menstruation, this has become the main focus. Throughout this thesis I have 

aimed to illustrate and analyse the different perceptions that these young women have held, 

what different kinds of knowledge they have indicated to have played a role in shaping the 

changes that occurred, and how all of this has been interpreted and explained. To conclude, I 

will now present a recapitulation of the theoretical and empirical outcomes of this thesis, 

reflect upon some of the limitations of the study and provide recommendations for further 

research based on those. 

7.1 Theoretical and Empirical Outcomes 

To begin with, exploring how, where and from who they learned about menstruation in the 

time-period surrounding menarche has shed light on the initial perceptions that the young 

women held. Many described feelings of fear and panic as they experienced their first period, 

similar feelings to those that Rashid (2000) found resulted from the little knowledge they had 

on the occasion. In this research I presented how the individual perceptions of the (upper-

)middle class women diverged as they were exposed to explanations and expectations 

surrounding menstruation. The home and the school were spaces in which it was indicated 

that talk about menstruation was first encountered. Most importantly, ‘the talk’ – commonly 

provided at home and by the mother – provided many women with an often defining 

introduction to the topic. Other elements in the home (family attitudes, composition and 

practices) and at school (classes, staff, materials and peers) were found to add onto the 

knowledge that was transferred in ‘the talk’, supporting it for some and contradicting it for 

others. For many participants, notions of secrecy and shame – some as a result of (religious) 

symbolic framings of menstruation as ‘impure’ and/or a taboo – dominated their perceptions. 

For them, these notions were part of the authoritative knowledge (Jordan, 1997), to some 
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extent because disregarding the practices and attitudes that keep up these ideas carried the 

possibility of (societal) reprimands. A few others seemed to carry a more nuanced perception 

of menstruation, in part because they indicated that they received more (detailed) 

information – either at home, at school, or both – than their peers and fellow participants. For 

some of them this meant that they were already aware of the plurality of knowledge going 

around about menstruation, having to negotiate in it in different environments. 

 The awareness of different kinds of knowledge about menstruation – what it is, how it 

is viewed, how to deal with it – is an element that played an important role in encouraging a 

transformation in the perceptions of the participants. All indicated that even despite the 

existing differences in individual perceptions, for most a change occurred over the last number 

of years. Looking at the elements that were touched upon, current perceptions seem to have 

converged more, and have been characterised by a (more) complex understanding of the 

concept of menstruation. This complexity covers, most importantly, the process’s biophysical 

workings and its socially constructed nature, including connotations of shame and taboo (and 

other restrictive notions) that circulate in the wider Bangladeshi society. Realising this, almost 

all women now also described menstruation as something normal and natural rather than 

shameful or taboo. The awareness of different kinds of knowledge that promoted this, feeling 

that some knowledge circulating at home and at school ‘did not make a lot of sense anymore’, 

and the eventual incorporation of it into their own perceptions were attributed mostly to the 

women’s personal quests for (alternative) information – motivated by personal interest, a 

recognition of restrictions, and unclarities or unanswered questions – and their access to new 

‘open’ environments. Spaces on the internet and social media, and spaces in religious and 

educational settings where questions can be asked and ideas freely shared among ‘like-

minded’ people were indicated to be an important part of the latter. Altogether, emphasis 

seemed to be put on their own agency and efforts – characteristic of the contemporary new 

woman (Hussein, 2018) – but also on the contingency of life when it came to explaining 

trajectories of change.  

 In their increasingly pluralistic surroundings – increasingly in part because of the 

greater access to deterritorialised (internet-based) knowledge – the young women negotiated 

between and combined explanations, experiences and norms related to menstruation out of 

the many different sources they come across. This process I have linked to what Broom (2009) 
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has referred to as ‘bricolage’, specifically because the women seem to play an active role in 

collecting the different forms of knowledge to shape their trajectories of change. Those forms 

of knowledge included embodied knowledge obtained through ‘getting used to’ 

menstruation, scientific (biophysical) knowledge, and more vernacular knowledge passed on 

through social interactions (Escoffier, 1998-99). Looking at how the women have interpreted 

these trajectories in their pluralistic environments, it was also presented that they attributed 

different meanings to different perceptions of menstruation, and types and sources of 

knowledge associated with those. Current perceptions – including the participants’ own – 

were now described by many as liberal (meaning promoting ‘openness’), positive and shaped 

by ‘Western’ (often internet-based) sources of knowledge. ‘Western’ knowledge, for many, 

had connotations of progress and modernity, and was therefore described as attractive. Ideas 

and mind-sets that many tried to actively distance themselves from were described as 

conservative (referring to silence surrounding the topic) and/or negative. As some elements 

or sources of knowledge often considered as such still carried significance for several women, 

some described how they had come to reinterpret them. For example, ‘new’ (liberal) values 

were used to change the (cultural) significance of the perceived restrictive elements of 

religion, exemplifying the concept of ‘cultural reinterpretation’ (Van der Geest, 1991).  

 Access to (a wide variety of) sources and spaces in the Bangladeshi society that 

promote so-perceived liberal perceptions, or give way to the possibility of reinterpreting 

certain kinds of knowledge, has been interpreted by most of the women to be a privilege 

conferred upon them by their socio-economic statuses. Their (upper-)middle class positions – 

which offered access to, for example, a good private university, English-language (‘Western’) 

media and higher quality menstrual products – could be seen to (in part) facilitate and/or 

encourage transformations in perceptions of menstruation. Although perceptions of 

menstruation and related trajectories of change were often described as rather individualistic 

and personal attributes, many women still worked to relate their narratives to these wider 

social structures. It looks that many realise that experiences with regards to menstruation are 

contingent and individual, yet situated – and with that so are the changes in perception that 

women may or may not go through. The awareness of the situatedness of their perceptions 

and trajectories of change in the (urban) Bangladeshi socio-political landscape that many 
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women have presented has shed light on the critical attitudes and complex environments that 

the experiences are surrounded by.  

7.2 Limitations and Recommendations for Further Research 

Through all of the above, this research has offered an insight into the complex environments, 

experiences and trajectories of change that played a role in the shaping of perceptions of 

menstruation. The aim has been to provide this insight specifically as through the eyes of 

young, educated, (upper-)middle class Bangladeshi women. It should be noted, however, that 

the results cannot be generalised for this entire population, specifically given the size of the 

group of participants, and their similar educational and professional backgrounds. Regardless, 

the insights that are provided here could be seen as an exploration of the subject matter 

among this specific group of women. A first recommendation for further research would be 

that it could incorporate women of a wider variety of (educational and professional) 

backgrounds, and with that shed light on the role that personal interest in related subject 

matter plays in the occurrence of transformations as they have been described here.  

 The plurality of different kinds of knowledge about menstruation – from liberal and 

positive to conservative and negative, and everything in between – has been shown to play a 

very important role in the transformations in perception. Having touched upon the warning 

not to approach symbolic systems as uniform, normative and static in section 2.1, to construct 

kinds of knowledge – arguably ‘systems’ of knowledge – in that light might simplify how 

considerations and interpretations of them occur in reality. Having said that, as can also be 

seen in section 6.1, the participants in this research have made use of more rigid (sometimes 

dichotomous) distinctions when talking about different kinds of information surrounding 

menstruation, and perceptions that have flowed out of those. Although I have followed their 

approaches, this does not mean that these ‘systems’ are as or similarly rigid for everyone, or 

that the experiences described here do justice to the full complexity of knowledge as a 

(theoretical) concept. A second recommendation then is that further research with different 

participants could already present different outlooks on the form (and impact) of various 

‘systems’ of knowledge. 

 Given the fact that little anthropological menstruation-related research has been 

conducted among the educated, (upper-)middle class, the elements that have been identified 
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by the women in this research as contributing to their perceptions have only been touched 

upon as thoroughly as I had time and space for in this thesis. In their unique positions – 

specifically different from those in lower-class (including slum-based) and elite positions – 

these women have talked about common elements in ‘new’ ways and touched upon elements 

specific to their background and surroundings. For example, with the amount of English-

education that many received (including those who attended a Bangla-medium high school), 

English-language (social) media sources have been indicated as very important carriers of 

knowledge that inspired transformations in perceptions on menstruation (and sexuality). 

What further research could offer here is a more detailed look into these uniquely (upper-

)middle class elements that were only briefly mentioned in this study, and novel insights into, 

amongst others, modern sources of knowledge about subjects like menstruation. Added to 

that, as a final recommendation for future research, a more in-depth look into what it means 

to belong to the middle-class in current-day Dhaka (with a focus on menstruation and related 

connotations and expectations) could be achieved through involving women in their forties or 

fifties, and highlighting generational changes. Hussein (2018) has already written about 

generational changes, specifically in the issues that concern contemporary new women, and 

the experiences of the participants in this research have also indicated this.  

7.3 Concluding Remarks 

Asking  ‘How do educated, (upper-)middle class young women in Dhaka talk about and 

interpret the transformations in their perceptions surrounding menstruation?’, as I have done 

in this thesis, is a big question and has pointed to the complexity, situatedness and 

contingency of experiences and mind-sets related to this topic. Those findings in themselves 

are not specifically new or unique, but the more detailed empirical outcomes described above 

have presented that this particular group of women in the Bangladeshi society has been able 

to reflect upon them using personal anecdotes in combination and comparison with other 

women’s stories. It has shed light on the uniqueness of their situations as well as of how they 

talk about those. It is this and all of the above that has presented new insights into the topic 

to start to fill up the gaps in research indicated at the onset of this thesis.   
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Annex 1: Overview of Participants 

 

Pseudonym Participant 
of 

Age Educational / Professional 
background 

Religious 
background 

Noshin IDI ? BA English-student Muslim 

Parsa IDI + FGD 23 English-medium, BA Anthropology, 

Researcher at Public Health-school 

Muslim 

Nazifa IDI + FGD ? English-medium Muslim 

Yusra IDI + FGD 23 Bangla-medium, BA Anthropology. Muslim 

Moneesha IDI 24 English-medium, BA Anthropology, 

NGO-employee 

Muslim 

Afrin FGD 28 English-medium, MSc Public Health, 

Researcher at Public Health-school 

Muslim 

Debolina IDI + FGD 25 English-medium, BA Anthropology, 

Researcher at Public Health-school 

Muslim 

Farzana IDI ? English-medium, BA Anthropology Muslim 

Maya IDI + FGD 25 English/Bangla-medium, LLB Muslim 

Shaiza IDI + FGD 24 English-medium, Biology (and 

Anthropology) BA/BSc, Researcher 

Public Health-school 

Muslim 

Shaheen FGD ? Bangla-medium, BA Anthropology Muslim 

Sokhina IDI + FGD 23 English-medium, Researcher at 

Public Health-school 

Muslim 

Sutrishna IDI + FGD 23 English-medium, BSc Biological 

Sciences, Researcher Public Health-

school 

Hindu 

Tahmima IDI + FGD 25 English-medium, BA Anthropology, 

Researcher at Public Health-school 

Muslim 

Madhobilota FGD 28 English-medium, MSc Public Health, 

Researcher at Public Health-school 

Hindu 

Nandita IDI + FGD 22 International school, BA 

Anthropology 

Muslim 
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Annex 2: Topic Lists 
 

FGD Topic List 

1) Purpose of the research: 

a. Exploring the different ideas of menstruation that go around in Dhaka, 

especially among young upper- and middle-class women.  

b. Master-student at UvA, the Netherlands, in Dhaka with [Research Institute].  

2) Will be recording this interview, but in transcription you will remain anonymous.  

3) Participation is voluntary: free to let me know if not comfortable to answer any of the 

questions or do not want to continue for whatever reason. There will be no right or wrong 

answers. 

4) Will be taking some notes during discussion, these are for me to remember some points 

that I think are important, or I do not understand yet, let me know if you are 

uncomfortable with this.  

5) Questions about research? 

 

6) To start; how would you define menstruation, and what aspects do you see related to it? 

a. “Imagine that your daughter, cousin or sister comes to you one day and tells 

you that she found blood in her underwear. What would you tell her that is 

happening? And what would you advise her to do? And what are other things 

that would jump to your mind?” 

 

7) Conduct a free-listing exercise to collect information about sources (and types) of 

knowledge about menstruation: 

a. Where have you heard about menstruation in your life? (both things you found 

useful and useless, that you agreed and disagreed with, at home, in the street, 

on television, in school, from friends, family, about different aspects of 

menstruation (blood, (biological) cycle, problems, (cultural) significance, taboo, 

management, etc.) 

b. Separate in before and after first period.  

c. What did you hear / learn?   
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d. Probe: think about what you know about menstruation differs from someone 

else, or a different group in society, what sources of knowledges have 

contributed to that?  

 

8) Using the information collected; what did you think about these sources / types of 

knowledge? 

a. Which ones do you agree with and why? Which ones don’t you agree with and 

why? 

b. Which ones did / did not have a big impact (positive or negative)? 

i. Together, let us organise the sources of knowledge according to this – 

from most to least important in your lives, in shaping your view.  

 

9) Conclude; answer any questions still remaining. 

10) Inquire into if any are interested to be part of a follow-up (individual) interview at a later 

date; obtain contact details.  

 

IDI Topic List 

1) Repeat exercise (see point 6 above) from FGD. 

a. Why these aspects and not others? 

2) How would you describe your perception of menstruation at your first period? 

a. Feelings, thoughts, fears, expectations and knowledge (purpose, what to do) 

b. Example for illustration 

c. Terms for menstruation used around you and your associations.  

3) Main reasons for feeling this way? (and their source) 

4) And how would you describe it now? 

a. What changed most? 

b. Do you feel different, handle it differently, think about it differently? 

c. Example for illustration. 

d. Anything stayed the same? 

5) What contributed to your change in perception? 

a. Sources / types of knowledge / environment / experience itself, what was added?  



71 
 

b. What made these types of knowledge more important? 

6) How did you come across these knowledges / places? 

a. If you sought them out, what made you do that? 

7) What associations do you have with these types of knowledge now? 

a. Has that changed over time? 

b. What does positive/negative or liberal/conservative mean to you with regards to 

this? 

8) Would you say this trajectory is unique to you? Why / why not? 

a. What do you share with others? 

b. Less unique in the future? 

c. Relationship to class 

9) How do you expect your perception might change in the future? Why? 

 

Later additions: 

- Is it a privilege to “be more open about menstruation”? Why? 

o Talking about it 

o Managing it (besides ‘period poverty’) 

- Awareness of differentiation (period is different for everyone) 

o Is there a trend going on (from communal) experience of it towards more 

individualised focus? 

- Has your experience of shame/ing changed?  

o Any specific skills you use to deal with it? 

- Relationship with religion’s conceptualisation of menstruation and notions attached. 

- How has the internet influenced your perception? 

o What ‘resources’? 

o How did you get to those? 

- Personal interest / curiosity / attitude has been mentioned to be of great importance to 

becoming more open. Is this regardless of background (like class, education, religion)? 

- One of the women mentioned she was proud to be liberal. Is this something you also 

feel? 
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- What do you think of the fact that some see the shift to more open conversation / less 

negativity to be a result of exposure to more Western “ideas” (through internet, media 

campaigns, products).  

o Related; some might see your stance as unique for Bangladeshis, or even un-

Bangladeshi. What are your thoughts on that? 

- What do you associate shaming with? What exactly makes it so bad? 

o Are there advantages as well (about the taboo)? (e.g. using restrictions to own 

advantage). 

- How far should openness go? Would you want to be open with anybody? 

o Any disadvantages to being so open? 
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Annex 3: Results Free-Listing Exercise 
 

Results FGD 1 

The top-most post-its represent the most important sources of knowledge about 

menstruation for the participants, and included the following: Practices (fam./cult.), teachers, 

friends (initially female), Social media / The internet, English-language (internet) resources, 

Mom, Aunt, Older sisters, “Progressive environments”, Religious practices.  
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Results FGD 2  

The top-most post-its represent the most important sources of knowledge about 

menstruation for the participants, and included: family (specifically the mum, but also older 

sisters, aunts, etc.) and friends, and the Internet (e.g. Tumblr) / Google.   

 


