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I hate everything about being on the rag.

“On the rag.” The term comes from when women used to actually use pieces of rags they had around the house to sop up the blood pouring from their bodies once a month. Then they’d wash the rags and use them over.

Now it seems to be more popular to stuff disposable, bleached wads of plastic and who knows what else up there (after all, tampon manufacturers are not required to list their ingredients on the box, even though they make continual and frequent contact with some of your most sensitive mucous membranes). This only caught on after the privations of WWII came to an end. 

The reason that I chose learning how to sew reusable menstrual pads for Survival Postures is that, for me, everything difficult and depressing about being female crystallizes around the menstrual cycle: the shame we’re supposed to feel for not being “clean” enough or whatever, the stupid sexist jokes about PMS, the extra concern about body image that comes with being simultaneously bloated, pimply, and paranoid that someone will find out (thanks, Seventeen magazine!), all the additional maintenance we have to do to deal with it each and every month for the preponderance of our lives. And that’s barely scratching the surface. Plus, each and every month I seem to have a sobbing freak-out (which is really fun, since it emboldens people to make the above-mentioned sexist jokes). 

I wanted to see if I could take this thing I am going have to survive with for 30 more years and take some of the suffering out of it, for myself and for my friends.

Now, all the talk about it being a natural process and instilling some sort of “feminine strength” or sisterhood always rubbed me the wrong way. It’s a bunch of crap no matter how you slice it and when people try to sell me crap by telling me it’s actually delicious candy, it makes me mad. Punching mad. 

That’s why the advertising for “feminine products” makes me so angry. Anyone can tell you how loud I screamed when I opened up an Always brand disposable pad and found the words “have a happy period!” printed on the inside. I flatly refuse to have a happy period.

However, I think I should be able to have a healthy one. Did you know that tampons have chlorine in them? I sure didn’t. Viscose rayon is what the bacteria which cause Toxic Shock Syndrome eat, but manufacturers keep using it and we keep putting it in our vaginas. Bleach contains carcinogenic dioxins, which are most dangerous with prolonged and repeated exposures. Also, they contain pesticides, waxes, surfactants, dyes, aluminum, copper, boron... did I mention they don’t have to put their ingredients on the boxes? 

All this, plus the negative mental effects of advertising wherein we are strongly conditioned to see ourselves as fat, filthy, irrational monsters who no one will ever want to have sex with, not in one million years.

Doing the dissections was great because I got to take a scalpel (actually, craft knife) to that stuff and carve it all into tiny pieces. It was cathartic in a wonderful, fun way – like tearing apart the symbols of an oppressive regime, just on a very personal level.

Sewing was far more difficult to learn and had a lot more of an effect on my body – my posture. I had to coordinate my eyes and my hands, as well as work the foot pedal; I had to think hard about spatial relationships; I stabbed myself with needles several times because I was impatient, my body wanted to be up doing fun and easy things, but my mind had a different plan. I hated being hunched over that machine at some points, but not as much as I hated wearing crinkly slabs of poison in my underpants. Overall, though, it was even more rewarding than the dissections. 

This project was essential for my survival as a human being. I don’t think of myself as a woman per se, but as a human being who has to deal with all the social and psychological baggage of being a woman. I’d jettison that baggage in a heartbeat if I could. Being a lady is a big part of my identity, but I don’t think it’s the biggest part and I don’t think it’s something to be proud (or ashamed) of – it’s like the color of your hair (except add the patriarchy). If I’m going to thrive as a person, I’m going to have to start dumping as much of that psychological burden as I can, so I don’t have to be insane all the time, and can concentrate on making myself as strong as possible, so I can help my friends. 

Thanks to Kate Sopko, Amanda for letting me use her machine, Dylan for taking pictures, Rob for moral support, and Susan for getting drunk with me and helping me cut up towels.

