


CHAPTER 5

if a Situation Is Defined as Real:
Premenstrual Syndrome and Menopause

We should think about the consequences of defining a large proportion
of otherwise well women as ill because of unpleasant feelings during part
of their menstrual cycle. To assert the reality of their feelings—yes, this is
essential—but to decide that they are abnormal and to be stamped out . ..
that is another matter. (Laws et al. 1985, 36)

In the twentieth century, in Western culture, the menstrual cycle was trans-
formed from a misunderstood and somewhat contaminating female
phenomenon to a series of biomedical events—the hormonal inputs of pu-
berty, preparation of the uterus for pregnancy, and cessation of reproductive
function. From this biologically informed perspective, we learn that for
most women, in the absence of conception, menstruation ensues; if a het-
erosexually active teenage to middle-aged woman doesn’t get her monthly
period, she suspects that she is pregnant. When a woman’s ovaries stop
their maturation of eggs, the cessation of ovulation sets off the process we
call menopause. A woman’s body no longer secietes pregnancy-preparing
hormones that thicken the lining of her uterus; the lining no longer needs
to be sloughed off in the absence of fertilization of the ovum, and gradu-~
ally, the cessation of menstrual periods——menopzmse—-occurs.Z Any
problems that accompany these cycles, such as pain, discomfort, or emo-
Yonal reactions, have become medical. The solution is frequently a
prescription for 2 hormone or other powerful medication, when stress man-
agement, nutritional supplements, and social suppozts might work better
and have fewer long-term side effects.
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